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INTRODUCTION: MODERNIST FICTION AND THE POLITICS OF FEDERA-
TION 
The twentieth century will open the age of federations, or 
else humanity will undergo another purgatory of a thousand 
years. 
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, The Principle of Federation and 
the Need to Reconstitute the Party of Revolution (1863)  1
 Despite the established critical frameworks of transatlantic modernism, global 
modernism, and global anglophone literature, modernist studies continues to grapple with 
the specific institutions and political ideologies that shaped transnational geographies in  
the twentieth century.  Our transnational conceptions of literature and culture deserve to 2
be complicated by the fact that empires, as well as writers and artists, are transnational in 
their ambition, experiences, and effects. Specifically, the once widely debated possibility 
 Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, The Principle of Federation and the Need to Reconstitute the Party of Revo1 -
lution (1863), trans. Richard Vernon (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1979), 68-69. As Wyndham 
Lewis summarized in 1926, Proudhon the anarchist “abandoned his position of intransigence with regard to 
authority. Anarchy is the affirmation of liberty and the negation of authority, he would tell us; whereas fed-
eration was the balancing of the two” (301, emphasis original).
 For recent work on modernism’s relationship to specific political institutions and ideologies, includ2 -
ing liberalism, see Janice Ho, “The Crisis of Liberalism and the Politics of Modernism,” Literature Com-
pass 8.1 (Jan. 2011): 47-65; Bridget S. Chalk, Modernism and Mobility: The Passport and Cosmopolitan 
Experience (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); Aarthi Vadde, Chimeras of Form: Modernist Interna-
tionalism Beyond Europe, 1914-2016 (New York: Columbia UP, 2018); Ronald Schleifer, A Political Econ-
omy of Modernism: Literature, Post-Classical Economics, and the Lower Middle Class (New York: Cam-
bridge UP, 2018); Christos Hadjiyiannis, Conservative Modernists: Literature and Tory Politics in Britain, 
1900-1920 (New York: Cambridge UP, 2018); and Gabriel Hankins, Interwar Modernism and the Liberal 
World Order: Offices, Institutions, and Aesthetics After 1919 (New York: Cambridge UP, 2019). 
On “global anglophone” as an aesthetic mask for English’s colonial origins and continued geopolitical 
supremacy, see Phlip Tsang, “Allegory of the Global Anglophone: Interconnectedness and Sublimity in 
Cloud Atlas,” Novel: A Forum on Fiction 51.3 (Nov. 2018): 399-416; as a racialized arena that nonetheless 
can be repurposed for anti-colonial thinking and organizing, see Marina Bilbija, “Whose Global Anglo-
phone? Race, Language, and Inter-imperiality in W.E.B. Du Bois’ Dark Princess,” MFS: Modern Fiction 
Studies 64.3 (Fall 2018): 559-578; and as an emergent literary genre in its own right, see Nasia Anam, “In-
troduction: Forms of the Global Anglophone,” and other articles in Forms of the Global Anglophone, ed. 
Nasia Anam, digital cluster in Post45’s Contemporaries series, post45.org.
2
of federation as an ostensibly post-imperial form of global organization has now become 
largely invisible in literary studies, despite the fact that it influenced authors and thinkers 
across the political spectrum and around the world. More than just a category of political 
entities or a model for subdividing state functions, federation was “a structure of think-
ing” that relied on a conception of “union” derived from David Hume's associationist 
psychology, which viewed consciousness as aggregative rather than hierarchical.  As a 3
“political subjectivity” entailing a distinct “geographic imaginary,” federation became a 
“cultural form” when writers attempted to imagine alternative models of membership and 
collectivity beyond the political forms of the racialized nation or the international prole-
tariate.  This study restores federalism, in this expanded sense, and its imbrication with 4
liberal imperialism as a significant context for interpreting the thinking and fiction of ma-
jor authors from Oscar Wilde to Salman Rushdie. 
 Writing soon after the outbreak of World War II, and just months after leaving 
England to resettle in the United States, W. H. Auden wondered about his place—as an 
individual, as a writer—amidst the unfolding global antagonism. The speaker of his great 
wartime poem, “New Year Letter (January 1, 1940),” looks out over crowds of New 
Yorkers, “loose formations of good cheer, / Love, language, loneliness and fear”; surveys 
the resources available to him in “the ideal order” of art, literature, and philosophy; and 
 Susan Manning, Fragments of Union: Making Connections in Scottish and American Writing, 2.3
 Joseph Keith, Unbecoming Americans: Writing Race and Nation from the Shadows of Citizenship, 4
1945-1960, 160-161.
3
wonders finally about the sheer number of crises clamoring for his attention: “Which of 
these calls to conscience is / For me the casus foederis[?]”  His final question here points 5
subtly but specifically to the impossibility of the previous century’s political optimism, as 
expressed by Proudhon. For Auden, witnessing the disintegration of Europe into warring 
nations, with the violence of their competing imperial ventures redounding on the conti-
nent in full force, questions of individual association (casus foederis, “case for the al-
liance”) take precedence over larger scales of social contract. Even as the poem mourns 
the destruction of local communities by an atomizing industrial society that “Replaced 
the bonds of blood and nation / By personal confederation” (125), it has only diminutive 
sarcasm for “teas when clubwomen discuss / The latest Federation Plan” (112).  6
 Yet Auden’s use of the Latin term, foederis (from foedus, meaning “covenant” or 
“league”), invokes the same question of “trust” that lies at the root of these political 
terms, “confederation” and “federation.”  Adrift between uncertain personal bonds and 7
unsatisfying political plans, Auden distrusts but struggles to dispel the quintessential fed-
eral aspiration, e pluribus unum [out of many, one]. Despite his hesitation about political 
solutions to “the universal disorder of the world outside,” as he wrote a few years later, 
“New Year Letter” begins by describing a prelapsarian domain of art and culture, in 
  W. H. Auden, “New Year’s Letter (January 1, 1940),” in Collected Longer Poems, 79, 80, 109. Au5 -
den sailed for New York in January 1939 and became a U.S. citizen in 1946 (Mendelson, 309, 576).
 This line’s echo of T.S. Eliot’s “women [who] come and go / Talking of Michelangelo” (“The Love 6
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” in Selected Poems, 12) emphasizes the abruptness of international politics’s 
arrival in casual conversations and social settings.
 Linguistic paleontologists associate the root, “bheidh-” (to trust, confide, persuade), with words in7 -
cluding federate, confederate, faith, fiduciary, fiancé, infidel, confide, defy (Watkins, ed.).
4
which “local” perspectives mingle and cohere without recourse to the state’s coercive 
power: 
Our minds a civitas of sound 
Where nothing but assent was found,  
For art had set in order sense  
And feeling and intelligence,  
And from its ideal order grew,  
Our local understanding too. (80) 
This idealized view of art soon falters before the divisive and alienating influences of fas-
cism and modernization, and Auden even locates the provenance of such aspirations for 
federal order in “The Devil,” that “great schismatic who / First split creation into two” 
and then “Inspired it with the wish to be / Diversity in unity” (96). However, the third and 
final section of “New Year’s Letter” revives the ideal of a future in which “men confeder-
ate in Man” (127). Even as Auden questions art’s ability to organize experiences or to in-
tegrate parts within wholes, his poem's expansive catalogue of writers and artists finally 
does assemble as an ideal order, capable of preserving freedom within its “pluralist inter-
stices” and of yielding the “real unity [that] commences / In consciousness of differ-
ences” (127, 128). 
 Auden was not alone in trying but failing to move beyond the forms and rhetoric 
of nineteenth-century federal idealism. The “latest Federation Plan” discussed by Auden’s 
clubwomen could have been any of a range of actually existing proposals, but the allu-
sion is likely to Clarence Streit’s Union Now: A Proposal for a Federal Union of the 
Democracies of the North Atlantic (1939). Launching Streit’s decades of political advo-
5
cacy on the topic, his book “evoked widespread interest” in the U.S. and England, inspir-
ing the formation of “[s]everal hundred 'unionist' clubs…to agitate for the scheme's adop-
tion.”  Streit was not alone in his enthusiasm for federalism. In 1941, the publisher, 8
Macmillan, brought out a series of “Federalism" tracts, with contributions from a range of 
eminent British intellectuals.   9
 George Catlin, transatlantic political scientist and husband to novelist Vera Brit-
tain, contributed a volume to the Macmillan series and cast himself as a British counter-
part to the American Streit. Catlin’s version of federalism extended his quasi-racial no-
tions of Anglo-Saxon cultural heritage into a political platform centered on the creation of 
an Anglo-American state to be called “Anglo-Saxony” (a coinage he adopted from Wyn-
dham Lewis): 
We should see a world where Liberalism was maintained by the power of 
the new Anglo-Saxon Commonwealth… . It would, I think, be entitled to 
compel federation in Europe and to tell States, small or great, who de-
clined to co-operate that it would treat them as the North treated the Se-
cessionist States of the South, until they would accept the position that the 
Southern States accepted after the Reconstruction era.  10
 “Clarence Streit, Author of ‘Union Now,’ Explains His Proposal for a Federation of the Democracies” 8
(1939), n.p.
 The 8-part series, released over the course of the year, consists of the following titles: William Bev9 -
eridge, Peace by Federation?; Lionel Robbins, Economic Aspects of Federation; Norman Bentwich, The 
Colonial Problem and the Federal Solution; K.C. Wheare, What Federal Government Is; C.E.M. Joad, The 
Philosophy of Federalism; Barbara Wootton, Socialism and Federation; Lord [Frederick] Lugard, Federa-
tion and the Colonies; George Catlin, Anglo-American Union As a Nucleus of World Federation.
 Catlin, One Anglo-American Nation: The Foundation of AngloSaxony as Basis of World Federation; 10
A British Response to Streit (1941), 43, 81. Cf. Wyndham Lewis, Anglosaxony: A League That Works 
(Toronto: Ryerson Press, 1941).
6
In a much different tone than Streit's and Catlin’s brash boosterism, Hannah Arendt ex-
plored the idea of federation based on nationality, rather than territory, as a means of se-
curing Jewish representation in a hypothetical European parliament.  11
 After the war, outside of Europe and the North Atlantic, federation plans percolat-
ed throughout the colonial and postcolonial world, at times entrenching racial, regional, 
and political hierarchies while at other times challenging them. In 1938, for example, 
Leonard Woolf drafted a proposal for the British Labour Party that recommended “intro-
ducing a federal system on the Swiss model” in Ceylon, in order to protect its Tamil mi-
nority.  However, outside of white settler colonies, federation had been used primarily as 12
a tool for shoring up the power of colonial administrations and cultivating systems of in-
direct rule, at least since Frederick Lugard began promoting the practice in 1907 (see my 
further discussion of Lugard in chapter two).   13
 These nefarious uses and foundations of colonial federalism made it an unreliable 
resource during decolonization. Existing for less than five years, the West Indies Federa-
tion (1958-1962) engendered hopes for an empowered and cohesive future for the re-
gion’s former British Colonies and received widespread attention from Caribbean writers 
 William Selinger, “The Politics of Arendtian Historiography: European Federation and The Origins 11
of Totalitarianism,” 420. Selinger also discusses the variety of European federalists who preceded Arendt in 
the interwar period, including French prime minister Aristide Briand and Austrian-Japanese writer Richard 
Nikolaus Coudenhov-Kalergi (421).
 L. S. Woolf, “Memorandum on the Demands for Reform of the Ceylon Constitution” (November 12
1938), Letters of Leonard Woolf , 416-417. For his work on this Committee with regards to Indian national-
ism during the 1920s and 30s, see Glendinning, 233-234, and Snaith 2010, 116-117; for Woolf's contribu-
tions to federal movements in Ceylon and beyond, see Singh and Kukreja, 193, and Clarance.
 Frederick Lugard, The Dual Mandate, 179.13
7
and intellectuals.  Such political projects were part of a “federal moment” in the history 14
of decolonization, which saw constitutional “experiments” across the Anglophone world 
and at least six “new federations” created within the (formerly British) Commonwealth.  15
The Dutch colonial empire also had its federal moment during decolonization, as three 
decades of discussion about how to implement a “loose commonwealth structure” yielded 
the short-lived and ineffective Dutch-Indonesian Union.  Likewise in the Francophone 16
world, federalism was embraced by the modernist poet-politicians, Aimé Césaire and 
Léopold Senghor. They saw federation not as a model for national independence or pan-
African unity but, rather, as a tool for claiming citizenship and transforming the French 
empire into a multinational, transcontinental state, an “assemblage of diverse territories 
and peoples: a federation of African states with each other and with France.”  17
 From the international and ostensibly post-imperial to the postcolonial, one fea-
ture these otherwise disparate varieties of federalism share is a commitment to constitu-
 For a theoretical overview sympathetic to the Federation, see Kavalski, ‘“All o’ We Is One’: Imagi14 -
nary Federation or the Federation of the Imagination of the West Indies” (2005); for a historical account of 
the Federation’s compromised cultural foundations, see Griffith, “Caribbean Voices and the Communica-
tive Failure of the West Indies Federation” (2020); for criticism focused on specific texts and writers, see 
Cooper, “‘West Indies Plight’: Louise Bennett and the Cultural Politics of Federation” (1999); and Kraus, 
“Through Loins and Coins: Derek Walcott's Weaving of the West Indian Federation” (2005).
 Michael Collins, “Decolonisation and the 'Federal Moment’” (2013);  R. L. Watts, New Federations: 15
Experiments in the Commonwealth (1966).
 Jennifer Foray, “A Unified Empire of Equal Parts: The Dutch Commonwealth Schemes of the 16
1920s-40s,” 260.
 Frederick Cooper, Citizenship Between Empire and Nation, 2. Explaining their embrace of federal17 -
ism, Gary Wilder claims that Cesaire and Senghor rejected the assumption that “self-determination required 
state sovereignty” and sought instead to devise “a legal and political framework that would recognize the 
history of interdependence between metropolitan and overseas peoples and protect the latter’s economic 
and political claims on a metropolitan society their resources and labor had helped to create” (Freedom 
Time: Negritude, Decolonization, and the Future of the World, 2).
8
tionalism that is closely enmeshed with the rhetoric and the logic—but also the material 
and ideological contradictions— of Anglo-American liberalism. Developed through a 
transatlantic and inter-imperial discourse, this liberal federalism assumed that a written 
constitution was the preferred means of publicly formalizing a society’s foundational 
laws. At the same time, liberal federalism developed in parallel with a philosophical plu-
ralism that viewed reality as diverse, contingent, and too complex to be organized by tra-
ditional notions of unitary constitutionalism. As William James explained in his 1909 ac-
count of pluralism: 
The word ‘and’ trails along after every sentence. Something always es-
capes.… The pluralistic universe is thus more like a federal republic than 
like an empire or a kingdom. However much may be collected, however 
much may report itself as present at any effective centre of consciousness 
or action, something else is self-governed and absent and unreduced to 
unity.  18
In the pluralist constitutionalism developed over the next two decades, especially in the 
wake of World War I, federation was seen not only as a “form of state organization” but 
as a principle of identity and a conception of reality that revised distinctions between the 
political and the apolitical, between individuals and the state: “This notion of pragmatic 
plurality in the compounding of consciousness, where an individual is not only himself 
but also the state, is the basic spirit of federalism.”   19
 William James, A Pluralistic Universe, Hibbert Lectures at Manchester College (1909), 321-322.18
 Sobei Mogi, The Problem of Federalism: A Study in the History of Political Theory (1931), I.9, 19
II.1063. For Mogi, federalism was to be a middle way for democracy between dictatorship and anarchy: 
“the true federal idea will shine in the future as the guiding start of truth…in this age of transition to a new 
social order” (II.1115).
9
 These post-unitary ideas contributed to a “legal modernism” in public and in-
ternational law, ranging from Harold Laski's “pluralist theory of the state” in the United 
Kingdom to a period of sophisticated experimentation with constitutional and govern-
mental forms in continental Europe.  Unlike the anti-imperial federalism of the black 20
diaspora (discussed in the dissertation's conclusion) or the Soviet policy of “transitional” 
federalism,  this legal modernism promoted a liberal version of federalism that sought 21
compromise between revolutionary social transformation and the constituted powers of 
the North Atlantic liberal empires. It was a “compromise formation,” in Sigmund Freud's 
sense of a partial return of the repressed—“a compromise between the repressed and the 
repressing ideas.”  Yet as a symptom of, rather than a solution to, longstanding political 22
 Martin Loughlin, “Modernism in British Public Law, 1919-1979,” 57; Nathaniel Berman, “Mod20 -
ernism, Nationalism, and the Rhetoric of Reconstruction,” and Passion and Ambivalence: Colonialism, 
Nationalism, and International Law, 124.
 Vladimir Lenin and, later, the Second Comintnern characterized federation as a transitional form on 21
the way to a unified worker’s state (“Draft Theses on National and Colonial Questions For the Second 
Congress of the Communist International” [1920], Collected Works, Vol. 31, 144-151). For Lenin’s dis-
agreement with Joseph Stalin over the terms “federalization” and “autonomization”; his desire for “the cre-
ation of a world soviet republic”; his claim that European federation is “either impossible or reactionary”; 
and his disparaging comments about “the petty-bourgeois ideal of federal relationships” and the “fig-leaf of 
‘federation’,” see respectively “Draft Theses,” op. cit., n1; The Second Congress of the Communist In-
ternational, Verbatum Report (1921), rpt. Collected Works, Vol. 3, 225-226, 234; “On the Slogan for a Unit-
ed States of Europe,” Sotsial-Demokrat 44 (23 Aug. 1915), Collected Works, Vol. 21 (Moscow: Progress 
Publishers, 1974), 339-341; “On the National Pride of the Great Russians,” Sotsial-Demokrat 35 (12 Dec. 
1914), Collected Works, Vol. 24, 102-106; and “The National Question in Our Programme,” Iskra 44 (15 
Jun. 1903), Collected Works, Vol. 6, 454-463. 
 For Freud, a compromise formation can indicate a particular instance of repression, but it also de22 -
scribes the structure of symptoms in general. See “Further remarks on the neuro-psychoses of defence” 
(1896), 170; and ”The Paths to the Formation of Symptoms” (1917), 445. In political terms, compromise 
during the modernist period involved the development of increasingly sophisticated legal instruments and 
constitutional forms in international law, and their application in attempts to productively direct (rather than 
repress) the nationalist, separatist, and anti-imperial movements that embody what Nathaniel Berman calls 
"the passion of peoples” (Berman, “Modernism, Nationalism, and the Rhetoric of Reconstruction,” 353; 
and “Beyond Statist Positivism and Liberal Nationalism: The Modernist Break,” in Passion and Ambiva-
lence: Colonialism, Nationalism, and International Law, 125-134.
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and economic imbalances, federal compromises remained distinctly volatile and 
ephemeral. 
 The historiographical branch of liberal federalism pointed—and continues to 
point—to the United States as the first modern federal state, often citing the outcome of 
the country’s civil war as proof of federalism’s superiority as a form of political organiza-
tion. In this view, the American constitution originated a “unionist paradigm” that sought 
to avoid “two competing fears—of the anarchy of states and the despotism of consolidat-
ed empire—” by reimagining the nation as an inter-state system. As an unfolding process 
rather than a static entity, the federal state consists not only of governmental bodies and 
institutions but of the intellectual-affective paradigm by which this process is managed: 
“a structure of ideas with which individuals order and generalize about reality; affirm or 
reprobate the various norms regulating human conduct; understand causal relations 
among phenomena; anticipate and predict future developments; distinguish what is im-
portant from what is unimportant, and develop policies to avoid dangers and achieve their 
goals.”  23
 David C. Hendrickson, Peace Pact: The Lost World of the American Founding (2003), 14. Hen23 -
drickson argues that this paradigm became a touchstone in twentieth-century discussions of both national 
and international federalism: “The idea of the American Constitution as a template to assess the contempo-
rary tasks of international order entered broadly into American reflection from 1914 to 1920…. The larger 
significance of this parallel between the American founding and problems of world order in the twentieth 
century is that it was one of the primary means by which the unionist paradigm was restated in the course 
of that century. International anarchy and universal empire remained, as before, the primordial fears” (Hen-
drickson, 287). See, for example, James Brown Scott’s James Madison’s Notes of Debates in the Federal 
Convention of 1787 and Their Relation to a More Perfect Society of Nations (1918) and The United States 
of America: A Study in International Organization (1920).
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 As Hannah Arendt argued two decades after World War II, the U.S. federal consti-
tution was successful because it managed to formalize the “federal principle” that had 
long animated “the revolutionary tradition.”  Unlike European constitutions, which sim24 -
ply limited monarchial powers or transferred them to new governmental entities, the 
American constitution had to “spell out the new revolutionary powers of the people” 
(141). The people’s power could only be created, in this context, by simultaneously en-
suring “the abolition of sovereignty within the body politic” and establishing “an entirely 
new power center...a power principle strong enough to found a perpetual union” 
(152-153). By resolving this conundrum, Arendt claims, the U.S. federal constitution 
made it possible “to recognize the truly revolutionary element in constitution-making” 
(143).  
 The result was a distinctively modern form of political organization, a deliberate 
construction that nonetheless grew organically from conditions of radical and mul-
tifaceted change: “the federal principle, the principle of league and alliance among sepa-
rate units, arises out of the elementary conditions of [revolutionary] action itself, uninflu-
enced by any theoretical speculations” (Arendt, 271). Such was the claim made by many 
theoretical speculators and political commentators during the century separating Proud-
hon’s prediction from Arendt’s treatise. Arguing loudly for what they considered to be not 
 Arendt, On Revolution (1963), 271. Further citations provided in text. From the 1871 Paris Com24 -
mune’s embrace of “l’idée fédérative, qui best par excellence l’idle liberal et républicaine” to the council 
systems that emerged from the 1917 Russian and 1956 Hungarian revolutions, Arendt uncovers “the inti-
mate connection between the spirit of revolution and the principle of federation” (270).
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only reasonable but organically inevitable, these voices contributed to an Anglo-Ameri-
can discourse of federation that intersected in revealing ways with the modernist writers 
who were devising their own formal solutions for the upheavals of the modern world. 
Unlike the mid-twentieth-century proposals for international federation, which as George 
Orwell noted, typically included “[t]he unspoken clause...‘not counting niggers’,” mod-
ernist responses to federal aspirations confronted what W.E.B. Du Bois identified as “the 
problem of the Twentieth Century”: that is, the divisions of “the color-line.”  25
I. “Consolidated Vision”: Metropolitan Modernism, Imperial History, and 
Imagined Federal Communities 
 As recent historical scholarship has shown, the fever for federation in Auden’s era 
and the global spread of federalism after mid-century owed less to the familiar history of 
U.S. federalism than to a late Victorian strain of “Americomania,” as it was termed by 
Virginia Woolf’s cousin, the preeminent jurist Albert Venn Dicey (1835-1922). In contrast 
to Catlin and other later British sympathizers with Clarence Streit, Dicey reminded read-
ers who might sympathize with the newly founded Imperial Federation League (1884) 
that popular sovereignty, federalism, and other of tenets of “transatlantic republicanism” 
violated the “constantly expressed determination that the English Constitution should not 
 George Orwell, “Not Counting Niggers” (1939), 394; W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk: 25
Essays and Sketches (1903), vii. Du Bois had made this statement previously, in the “Address to the Na-
tions of the World” he drafted for the first Pan-African Conference, held in London in 1900.
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be ‘Americanized’.”  Though the British state was never officially transformed along 26
federal lines, and England’s imperial entanglements never officially altered its place with-
in the United Kingdom, the Empire played an outsized role in conveying federal ideas 
and institutions into international and postcolonial settings.  
 This dissertation began in a footnote to Edward Said’s Culture and Imperialism 
(1993) that cites John Seeley but stops just short of addressing the British Empire’s role 
in globalizing liberal federalism. In the brief “Note on Modernism” that concludes his 
chapter on the realist novel, Said associates modernism's “formal dislocations and dis-
placements” with a growing awareness of “the external pressures on culture from the im-
perium” (188).  Whereas realism relied on the “consolidated vision” (74) of the imperial 27
metropolis and its “political domination” of territories and peoples (189), modernism or-
ganizes time and space through the aesthetic effects of “a new encyclopedic form” (190). 
Specifically, as reality became a thing “held together by you the artist, in history rather 
than in geography” (190), encyclopedic form replaced political supremacy with aesthetic 
flexibility in three elements: (1) “a circularity of structure, inclusive and open at the same 
time”; (2) “a novelty based almost entirely on the reformulation of old, even outdated 
fragments drawn self-consciously from disparate locations, sources, cultures”; and (3) 
 Albert Venn Dicey, “Americomania in English Politics” (1886), 52-53.26
 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism, 188. Further citations provided in text. In other words, in27 -
stead of emerging from “purely internal dynamics in Western society and culture,” modernism was “influ-
enced by precisely those two disturbing factors that Seeley mentions as a consequence of imperialism: the 
contending native and the fact of other empires” (188-189). 
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“the irony of a form that draws attention to itself as substituting art and its creations for 
the once-possible synthesis of world empires” (189). 
 These three aesthetic elements closely parallel federalism’s formal features. How-
ever, the transition from realism to modernism should be understood as more than a tran-
sition from political to aesthetic synthesis. As Said notes at the section’s outset, footnot-
ing John Seeley’s foundational contribution to the academic discipline of imperial history, 
The Expansion of England (1883): “Imperialism is not only a relationship of domination 
but also is committed to a specific ideology of expansion; as Seeley to his credit recog-
nized, expansion was more than an inclination, ‘it is evidently the great fact of English 
history’” (186; citing Expansion, 16). Said revealingly scrutinizes modernist aesthetics in 
light of this “great fact,”  but his approach nonetheless ignores the “specific ideology of 
expansion” by which metropolitan liberals such as Seeley integrated “English history” 
with the facts of his nation’s increasingly imperial constitution. Contrasting the raw 
“power” (186) that secured expansion with modernism's aesthetic responses to that pow-
er’s precarity, Said leaves largely implicit the ideological justification by which imperial 
expansion reinforced rather than challenged national coherence. What rhetorical and con-
ceptual solution did Seeley, and the branch of history he helped to found, provide for lib-
eral England’s supposedly “absent-minded” conquest of the world?   28
 On Seeley’s foundational and lasting influence, respectively, see Amanda Behm, ““The Bisected 28
Roots of Imperial History: Settler World Projects and the Making of a Field in Modern Britain, 1883-1912” 
(2011); and Deborah Wormell, Sir John Seeley and the Uses of History (1980).
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 While Said is correct that Seeley himself “allusively records the paradoxical con-
sequences of imperialism's triumphs and then passes on to other subjects,” The Expansion 
of England eventually does suggest an ideological framework for reconciling liberalism 
and imperialism: “The other alternative [to colonies’ gaining independence] is that Eng-
land may prove able to do what the United States does so easily, that is, hold together in a 
federal union countries very remote from each other” (18-19). Though India remained the 
central exception and stumbling block to such a federal “alternative” in Seeley's time 
(and thus received treatment in an entirely separate section of his book), the possibility of 
India gaining formal recognition in the Empire turned Commonwealth was a significant 
development during the interwar modernist period. This development marked a shift in 
“[t]he continuity of British imperial policy during the nineteenth century” that Said saw 
sustained and reinforced by the nineteenth-century novel (74), but it also fulfilled four 
decades of metropolitan interest in formally federalizing the Empire. Modernism’s ency-
clopedic form, with its parallels to federal form, had a more complicated relationship to 
imperial power than Said's narrative of “substituting" transition suggests. Instead of 
merely compensating for imperial decline, literary form and aesthetic experience were 
involved already in debates over the shape, meaning, and potentially federal future of the 
imperial constitution.  
 Gertrude Stein slyly articulated federalism's significance for both imperial power 
and modernist form in two essays she delivered during her 1935 U.S. lecture tour. In the 
16
first, she evokes federalism’s flexibility and expandability in a stylistic contrast between 
the partial “phrase” of nineteenth-century England and the all-inclusive “paragraph” of 
twentieth-century America:  
[I]t was natural that in writing The Making of Americans I had proceeded 
to enlarge my paragraphs so as to include everything. What else could I 
do…This was inevitably because the nineteenth century having lived by 
phrases really had lost the feeling of sentences, and before this in English 
literature paragraphs had never been an end in themselves and now in the 
beginning of the twentieth century a whole thing, being what was assem-
bled from its parts was a whole thing and so it was a paragraph.  29
Unlike piecemeal and modular phrases, paragraphs can “enlarge” to make “a whole 
thing” from otherwise scattered or fragmented “parts.”  
 If the geopolitical overtones of this stylistic contrast are not wholly apparent, 
Stein clarifies in a second essay, "What Is English Literature,” that the shift to “whole” 
American paragraphs was necessitated by the anxious incompleteness of the Victorian 
empire, which “did not choose a completed thing”:  
[I]f you have to explain the inside to the inside and the owning of the out-
side to the inside that has to be explained to the inside life and the owning 
of the outside has to be explained to the outside it absolutely is not possi-
ble that it is to be done in completed sentences…. Paragraphs then having 
in them the quality of registering as well as limiting an emotion are the 
natural expression of the end of the nineteenth century of English litera-
ture. The daily island life was not sufficient any more as limiting the daily 
life of the English, and the owning everything outside was no longer actu-
al or certain and so it was necessary that these things should be replaced 
 Gertrude Stein, “The Gradual Making of the Making of Americans,” in Lectures in America 29
(136-161), 159.
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by something and they were replaced by the paragraph…. A phrase no 
longer soothed, suggested or confined, they needed a whole paragraph.  30
As a compromise between emotion and order, paragraphs retain “the feeling of sen-
tences” but modulate them into a wider variety of purposes: “sooth[ing],” “suggest[ing],” 
“confin[ing],” and otherwise “limiting” emotions while still “registering” them. This 
paragraph form is federal in its integration of parts (sentences) within a loose and flexible 
new entity. For Stein, this federal form remedies the external pressures mentioned by 
Said (“the owning everything outside was no longer actual or certain,” in Stein's words) 
by “replacing” both insular English nationalism and external imperial possessions with a 
newly integral whole. Like the “international legal Modernism” that devised new consti-
tutional forms and techniques in the interwar period, Stein “rejuvenate[s] law [literature] 
by opening it up to the vital energy of nationalism, while reshaping nationalism by en-
dowing it with legal [literary] form.”  31
 Stein’s sense of the additive, mutually beneficial transition from a British to an 
American style of global hegemony was shared by the transatlantic commentators who 
promoted various plans for British imperial and Anglo-American federation between the 
1880s and 1940s. Rudyard Kipling’s poem about the American annexation of the Philip-
pines, “The White Man’s Burden” (1899), has been a touchstone in studies of U.S. imper-
 Gertrude Stein, “What Is English Literature,” in Lectures in America (11-55), 42-43, 48, 49.30
 Nathaniel Berman, Passion and Ambivalence: Colonialism, Nationalism, and International Law, 31
124, 129.
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ial culture, especially those focused on post-Civil War Southern literature.  Less re32 -
marked is that after its initial publication in New York’s McClure’s Magazine, his exhor-
tation to American readers was collected in a volume entitled The Five Nations (1903), 
which celebrates the historical purpose he thought England shared with Australia, New 
Zealand, Canada, and the Cape Colony: “These shall possess / Our littleness, / And in the 
imperial task (as worthy) lay / Up our lives’ all to piece one giant day.”  33
 Imperial union could be figured through a variety of metaphors. The temporal 
continuity of Kipling’s “giant day” corresponds to the territorial “Chain of Empire” (30) 
extolled by United Empire Loyalist Clive Phillips-Wolley (1854-1918), in a volume re-
viewed dismissively by James Joyce:  
Let the hand of England 
Go out to the hand of The States; 
Let the hands which rule the nations 
Meet in one grip—as mates. 
[…] 
O seed of Empire! Stones on which we set 
That Greater Britain, which is yet to be; 
Here, where the furthest West and East are met…  34
 For example, see Harilaos Stecopolous, Reconstructing the World: Southern Fictions and U.S. Impe32 -
rialisms, 1898-1976, 25-38; Genevieve Abravanel, Americanizing Britain, 1-2; Peter Schmidt, Sitting in 
Darkness, 7; Jeremy Wells, Romances of the White Man’s Burden: Race, Empire, and the Plantation in 
American Literature, 1880-1936, 7-11; Gretchen Murphy, Shadowing the White Man’s Burden: U.S. Impe-
rialism and the Problem of the Color Line, 1-2; and Paul Kramer and  John Plotz, “Introduction” to Pairing 
Empires: Britain and the United States, 1857-1947, n.p.
 Rudyard Kipling, “Dedication,” in The Five Nations, vi.33
 Clive Phillips-Wolley, “A Christmas Greeting,” in Songs of An English Esau (1902), 40. Joyce 34
writes: “The colonial Esau is asked on page 3 would he change his pottage for Jacob’s birthright—a ques-
tion which evidently expects the answer, No. One piece is named ‘Is Canada Loyal?’ and Mr. Wolley pro-
claims that it is loyal. His verse is for the most part loyal, and where it is not, it describes Canadian 
scenery” (“Colonial Verses,” in The Critical Writings, 97).
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With its promise of future security, Phillips-Wolley’s fraternal “Chain” compensates for 
Kipling’s trope of burden, which portrayed ties to the territorial colonies as chains of 
bondage: “bind your sons to exile,” as he admonished English parents.  Yet, for those 35
committed to the cause of "Greater Britain,” exile to the ends of the earth was to culmi-
nate in a reunion of the race, where the Far East meets the North American West. 
 This dissertation's three main chapter trace the shift from such late Victorian ideas 
of organic racial union to an abstract logic of cultural federation. As discussed below in 
this introduction, I treat modernism as part of a constitutional culture that mediated and 
reflected critically on federalism’s role as a soothing tonic for liberal imperialists. I revisit 
the global outlook of the British Empire and its friends in the United States, as they de-
veloped “Anglo-World” federation into a model for how national cultures could relate to 
and within a loose multinational empire.  Over the past two decades, interdisciplinary 36
historical scholarship has reassessed the origins and significance of proposals for political 
and cultural federation in the English-speaking world.  These revisionist and in37 -
terdisciplinary perspectives identify material, institutional, and ideological continuity be-
tween liberal imperialism during the Victorian era and various projects of international 
  Kipling, “The White Man’s Burden,” in The Five Nations, 79.35
 For the political and economic features that characterized the “Anglo-World,” see James Belich, 36
Replenishing the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Anglo-World, 1783-1939.
 Murney Gerlach, British Liberalism and the United States: Political and Social Thought in the Late 37
Victorian Age (2001), 124-133. Duncan Bell, ed., Victorian Visions of Global Order: Empire and In-
ternational Relations in Nineteenth-Century Political Thought (2007); Theodore Koditschek, Liberalism, 
Imperialism, and the Historical Imagination: Nineteenth-Century Visions of a Greater Britain (2011).
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cooperation and global governance in the twentieth century.  This continuity links nine38 -
teenth-century plans for unifying “Greater Britain” to the more familiar idea of a “special 
relationship” between the United States and England, reiterated perennially by heads of 
state and manifested in a century of intelligence sharing.  By showing how these politi39 -
cal plans and ideas influenced metropolitan Anglophone modernists, I extend the New 
Modernist Studies' concern for matters of “[s]tate and state building” into a method for 
understanding literature’s relationship to constitutional change and, specifically, to the 
concept of constituent power.  40
 In addition to tracing liberal federalism’s post-imperial impacts, historians have 
examined the material and ideological origins of Anglophone federation discourse, which 
lie in the prehistory of the United Kingdom; early phases of British imperial and U.S. na-
tional expansion, especially ideas of racial exceptionalism; and in the parallel, often col-
 Duncan Bell, The Idea of Greater Britain: Empire and the Future of World Order, 1860-1900. 38
(2007); Daniel Deudney, “Greater Britain or Greater Synthesis? Seeley, Mackinder, and Wells on Britain in 
the Global Industrial Era” (2001); and Karuna Mantena, Alibis of Empire: Henry Maine and the Ends of 
Liberal Imperialism (2010), 180.
 Peter J. Katzenstein, ed. Anglo-America and its Discontents: Civilizational Identities Beyond East 39
and West (2012); Duncan Bell, “Dreaming the Future: Anglo-America as Utopia, 1880-1914” (2013), and 
“Beyond the Sovereign State: Isopolitan Citizenship, Race, and Anglo-American Union” (2014).
 Douglas Mao and Rebecca Walkowitz, “The New Modernist Studies” (2008), 745.40
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laborative history of British and American neoimperialism.  This historiography con41 -
tends that studying British and American imperial self-understanding on their own terms 
does not necessarily reinforce Anglocentric political commitments or reproduce white 
supremacist attitudes. Rather, they argue persuasively that a transatlantic view can lead to 
new critical perspectives on the process of colonization and on modern rationalizations of 
military interventionism.  Eschewing methodological presentism, which reads the past in 42
light of how things actually turned out, they recommend a more dialogic understanding of 
Anglo-American relations, especially their interlocking expansion and parallel reorgani-
zation, from earlier periods on into the first half of the twentieth century. I draw on this 
work because it simultaneously (1) highlights early phases of the Americanization of the 
British empire; and (2) subsumes exceptionalist claims about U.S. federalism under a 
long view of England’s imperial activities. 
 In this comparative perspective, expatriation and swapped citizenship on the part 
of Anglo-American modernists are situated within a larger field of tilting allegiances, a 
context defined as much by overlap, collaboration, and recalibration as by unilateral in-
 For minority reports of early modern proto-federalism in the British Isles and their North American 41
colonies, see Michael Burgess, The British Tradition of Federalism (1995); John Kendle, Federal Britain: 
A History (1997); David Armitage, The Ideological Origins of the British Empire (2000); and Lee Ward, 
“Montesquieu on Federalism and Anglo-Gothic Constitutionalism” (2007). On Anglo-American expansion 
and racial exceptionalism, see Stuart Anderson, Race and Rapprochement: Anglo-Saxonism and Anglo-
American Relations, 1895-1904 (1981); Reginald Horsman, Race and Manifest Destiny: Origins of Ameri-
can Racial Anglo-Saxonism (1981); Paul Kramer, “Empires, Exceptions, and Anglo-Saxons: Race and Rule 
between the British and United States Empires, 1880-1910” (2009); and Jack P. Greene, ed., Exclusionary 
Empire: English Liberty Overseas, 1600-1900 (2009). On British and American neo-imperialism, see Srd-
jan Vucetic, The Anglosphere; A Genealogy of a Racialized Identity in International Relations (2011); and 
Jeanne Morefield, Covenants without Swords: Idealist Liberalism and the Spirit of Empire (2009), and Em-
pires Without Imperialism: Anglo-American Decline and the Politics of Deflection (2014).
 David Armitage, “Greater Britain: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis?” (2009).42
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fluence or sequential fall and rise. Writers in the period found themselves between em-
pires, chronologically, ideologically, and in some cases—Jean Rhys’s image of the wide 
Sargasso Sea, for example—geographically. Scholars since at least Hugh Kenner have 
seen the transatlantic vector of modernism as paradigmatic of the movement’s in-
ternational dimensions.  But modernist studies has more recently begun to incorporate 43
transatlantic literary, social, and political contexts from earlier periods, including those 
that modernists themselves reference or depict in their writing. My project extends the 
reach of this scholarship by examining how modernist fiction reacts to transatlantic and 
imperial debates about Anglo-World federation or, in some cases, throws light indirectly 
on the long tradition of federation discourse. By attending to the intersection of transat-
lantic modernism and imperial history, I locate the writers I study between the political 
and cultural assumptions they inherit and the challenges to Western imperial sovereignty 
that led to widespread and ongoing processes of decolonization.       
 Beginning in the 1830s and with increasing frequency after the U.S. Civil War, 
“colonial unionists” in England turned to federation as a rhetorical, conceptual, and insti-
tutional framework for managing imperial diaspora and uneven development.  In addi44 -
tion to specific policy proposals or state constitutions inspired by the U.S. model, federa-
 Hugh Kenner, The Pound Era (1971), 4-6, and “The Making of the Modernism Canon” (1984), 43
52-53; for a much early touchstone, see Edmund Wilson, Axel’s Castle (1931), 12-24.
 Bell, The Idea of Greater Britain, 6. On imperial diaspora, see Robin Cohen, “Labor and Imperial 44
Diasporas” (2008) and Carl Bridge and Kent Fedorowich, The British World Diaspora (2004); on the histo-
ry of “combined and uneven development” as a phrase and concept in Marxist theory, see Michael Löwy, 
The Politics of Combined and Uneven Development (1981), 87-100.
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tion provided a flexibly vague trope for harmony, equality, and non-coercive membership 
based on shared interest: the paradoxical condition of limited autonomy, or independent 
Dominion, with which Irish writers were all too familiar. At various scales of collective 
life, the combination of devolution and ever-wider consolidation provided a formula for 
imperialist boosters to comprehend the heterogeneous societies produced by settlement, 
annexation, and migration. The most far-reaching position could be summed up in a 1910 
phrase by William T. Stead (1849-1912): “federation of the Empire on the basis of Home 
Rule all round.”  Echoing Irish demands for a domestic parliament, Stead’s prescription 45
for compromise advanced a fantasy of decentralized affiliation, one that could accommo-
date his hopes for the Empire’s continued expansion, its reunification with the United 
States, and their reproduction of an Anglo-Saxon world order. 
 Over the course of the twentieth century, federation would be adopted as a blue-
print for streamlining the administration of territorial colonies under indirect rule and for 
nation-building during decolonization. In this extended, and extending history, the desire 
to promote union stemmed from hopes that empire could constitute a free and open soci-
ety—an imagined federal community, as Benedict Anderson might call it. In this case, 
however, Old World empires were attempting to impose at global scale and through colo-
nial subordination the pattern of “discontinuity-in-connectedness” that had allowed New 
World creole republics to reject Europe’s centralized dynastic and ecclesial polities in the 
 Stead, “George V: King of the British Dominions beyond the Sea” (1910), n.p. The Review of Re45 -
view XLI (June 1910): 511-523. rpt. n.p.
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first place.  My project seeks to identify manifestations of this discrepancy in (1) mod46 -
ernism’s temporal and generic disorder, and (2) its portrayals of a multi-faceted identity 
that wrenches modernist characters from straightforward paths of development and social 
integration. For example, Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray attributes its protagonist's 
criminal corruption to the “myriad” (119) cultural influences and social identities that 
elicit his fascination, and this heterogeneous variety is reflected formally in the text's 
palimpsestic combination of generic conventions. 
 I regard the history of political federation within the English-speaking world as 
part of the material basis for what Matthew Arnold identified as the “modern element in 
literature” and Raymond Williams calls “metropolitan perceptions”: interpretive grids 
“beyond both city and nation in their older senses” that could be extended, “at least po-
tentially, to the whole world.”  As a discursive cultural framework for interpreting that 47
history, Anglo-World federation exemplifies the type of intellectual infrastructure Arnold 
and Williams describe. That is, proposals for both political and cultural federation trans-
formed the metropole’s “simultaneous cosmopolitan access to…subordinate cultures” 
(Williams, 44) into a style of reference and interpretation, an orientation that could be 
incorporated into the texture of everyday life and carried beyond city limits and national 
borders. Liberal federalism accrued explanatory power and affective investment as an 
 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (1983), 46; cf. John R. Chávez, Beyond Nations: Evolv46 -
ing Homelands in the North Atlantic World (2009), 11-13.
 Matthew Arnold, 455-457;  Raymond Williams, “Metropolitan Perceptions and the Emergence of 47
Modernism” (1985), 44.
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“instituted perspective” for perceiving the world and acting in it.  For self-consciously 48
modern commentators, federation potentially fit like clothing, as Arnold describes in Civ-
ilization in the United States (1888): “As one watches the play of their institutions, the 
image suggests itself to one’s mind of a man in a suit of clothes which fits him to perfec-
tion…This wonderful suit of clothes…is found to adapt itself naturally to the wearer’s 
growth and to admit of all enlargements as they successively arise.”  49
II. “Negative Federation”: Racial Capitalism and Decadent Aesthetics 
[T]he coincidence between society and nation often disap-
pears in transition periods. 
Samir Amin, Eurocentrism  50
 Central to my pairing of modernism and federalism is György Lukács’ claim that 
modernist form is characterized by an aesthetic of “disintegration.”  Whereas Lukács 51
attributes this quality to a decadent aestheticism, arguing that it perpetuates a “negation of 
history,” I contend that modernism's decadent bent engages with historical knowledge 
and political rhetoric as they circulated at the time—specifically, under liberal federal-
 Sanjay Krishnan, Reading the Global: Troubling Perspectives on Britain’s Empire in Asia (2007), 1-48
2.
 Cited in Andrew Carnegie, Triumphant Democracy (1886), 348.49
 Samir Amin, Eurocentrism: Modernity, Religion, and Democracy–A Critique of Eurocentrism and 50
Culturalism (1989),  257.
 György Lukács, “Ideology of Modernism” (1962), 397.51
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ism's rubric of loose formal integration.  Jed Esty's sophisticated rejoinder to Lukács 52
presents modernist disintegration as an upgrade to the nationalist assumptions of Lukác-
sian critical realism. For Esty, modernist fiction's formal fragmentation and its thematic 
preoccupation with disrupted personal growth both critically register the influence of 
global capitalism as it undermines national cultures and administers uneven economic 
development in the colonial periphery. Instead of treating the colonial world system as an 
absent totality registered unconsciously in metropolitan modernism's stylistic and sym-
bolic idiosyncrasies, as in Frederic Jameson's extension of Lukács, Esty argues that mod-
ernist fiction “encodes the objective conditions of the imperial age by inscribing some 
aspect of the world-system understood as a global fact susceptible to positive representa-
tion.”  But for those who imagined harnessing global capitalism in federal forms, repre53 -
senting the metropole's global entanglements involved not only Esty’s problematic of “ar-
rested development” but what H. G. Wells called “arrested differentiation and possible 
readmixture.”  Historical and economic progress, in this view, was closely bound up 54
with issues of territorial, cultural, and affective cohesion; ostensibly “backward” societies 
could only become forward-looking if they struck a balance between difference and mix-
ture. For Wells, such synchronic social processes would engender the “new world order” 
 Lukács, “Ideology of Modernism,” 400.52
 Esty, “Global Lukács” (2009), 370, emphasis added.53
 Esty, Unseasonable Youth (2011), 21; Wells, The Outline of History (1921), 140. Elsewhere, Esty’s con54 -
trast of national integrity in the nineteenth century with endless and uneven globalization in the twentieth 
century leads him to associate modernist coming-of-age plots with a “temporally static concept of cultural 
difference” (193). For Wells, by contrast, cultural difference could be plotted in a dynamic narrative of 
world-historical development. The individual’s relationship to that plot is a simultaneously narrative and 
political problem he and other writers in the period engaged in their fiction and commentary.
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he associated with New World cultural and political modernity: The Future in America, 
as he titled an early travelogue.  
 Despite Wells’ detailed blueprints for the bureaucracy and ethos of world federa-
tion, the global mechanism for such “potential readmixture” was to be economic rather 
than political in nature. Far from a source of political order and fellow feeling, modern 
capitalism from its origins relied on an “architectonic” logic of hierarchical racial differ-
ences: the “tendency of European civilization through capitalism,” as historian Cedric 
Robinson summarizes, “was thus not to homogenize but to differentiate—to exaggerate 
regional, subcultural, and dialectical differences into ‘racial ones’.”  This racial logic 55
descends from the “intra-European racism” of the early modern feudal order, as Robinson 
contends, but it was instantiated far beyond Europe as settler colonialism and merchant 
capitalism together organized the world’s resources, laborers, and markets into a “global 
plantation complex.”  These enduring material and political ramifications of what 56
Robinson termed “racial capitalism” not only undermined federal aspirations for national, 
 Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (1983), 26.55
 Robinson, Black Marxism, 9-28 (esp. p. 10), 66-68; on the “global plantation complex” as a defining 56
feature of the agricultural and extraction economies that propel modernization, see Amy Clukey, “Planta-
tion Modernity: Gone With the Wind and Irish-South Culture,” “Dreaming of Palestine: James Joyce’s 
Ulysses and Plantation Modernism,” and (with Jeremy Wells) “Introduction: Plantation Modernity”; and 
Sophie Sapp Moore, et al., “Plantation Legacies.”
28
international, or global unity across the twentieth century.  As the unacknowledged 57
counterpart to liberal federalism’s formal constitutional order, capitalism’s racial logic 
and plantation form produced a global geopolitical condition of “negative federation,” in 
which political unification preserves or even perpetuates racialized structures of econom-
ic and social “apartheid.”   58
 This condition of negative federation can be found in the political status of the 
plantation (as portrayed in Faulkner and Conrad), in the migratory labor of inter-imperial 
trade (in Wilde and McKay), in the threatened dissolution of marginalized citizens (in 
Rhys and Ellison), and in the constitutional turbulence of imperial and postcolonial sub-
 Robinson, Black Marxism, 2. In a recent extension of Robinson’s terminology that aligns sugges57 -
tively with the concept of global apartheid, Jodi Melamed uses the phrase “racial capitalism’ to refer to “the 
production of social separateness—the disjoining or deactivating of relations between human beings (and 
humans and nature)” (78). By contrast, Nancy Leong uses the term (without reference to Robinson) to ana-
lyze the relationship-building but exploitative effects of contemporary multiculturalist and pro-diversity 
discourses, through which “a white individual or a predominantly white institution derives social or eco-
nomic value from associating with individuals with nonwhite racial identities” (2154). Leong argues that 
this contemporary form of racial capitalism reinforces racial inequalities (2204), but she does not focus on 
overarching forms of racial differentiation or social segregation amongst her enumeration of the system’s 
harms to nonwhite people and to society at large.
 Edward Kamau Brathwaite, “World Order Models—A Caribbean Perspective,” 55. Brathwaite lists 58
“negative federation” as one of five options for organizing social conflict between “two antagonistic 
forces,” alongside “‘permanent’ conflict,” “detente” “a federal arrangement,” and “separation” (55).  
The global apartheid framework was developed by academic scholars and political activists during the 
1990s, building on Gernot Köhler’s contributions in the 1970s to the interdisciplinary field of world order 
models (“Global Apartheid,” “The Three Meanings of Global Apartheid: Empirical, Normative, Existen-
tial”). This framework parallels and extends earlier analyses of race by black scholars, notably Du Bois’ 
concept of a global “color line,” though often without citing or substantively engaging them. See, for ex-
ample, Anthony H. Richmond, Global Apartheid: Refugees, Racism, and the New World Order (Toronto: 
Oxford UP, 1994); Titus Alexander, Unravelling Global Apartheid: An Overview of World Politics (New 
York: Polity, 1996); and Salih Booker and William Minter, “Global Apartheid,” The Nation (9 July 2001). 
More recently, scholars have applied the Afrikaans term apartheid (meaning “separateness”) to a vari-
ety of contexts beyond its South African origins, in order to emphasize the structural similarities between 
various systems of race-based segregation as well as their intersecting origins in Anglo-European imperial-
ism and capitalism. For discussions of “southern apartheid” and “European apartheid,” see Leigh Anne 
Duck, The Nation’s Region: Southern Modernism, Segregation, and U.S. Nationalism (2006), 4; and Éti-
enne Balibar, “Droit de cité or Apartheid?,” in We, the People of Europe?: Reflections on Transnational 
Citizenship (2001/2004), 31-50.
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jectivities (in Woolf and Rushdie). By identifying the rhetorical and narrative disruptions 
that these manifestations of negative federation engender in modernist fiction, I discover 
liberal federalism's self-contradictory reliance on expansionary capitalism, which under-
mines the constitutional strategies for arresting the global heterogeneity exacerbated and 
entrenched by capitalism itself. Whereas metropolitan liberals like Wells saw potential 
federal “readmixture” as an intentional but nonetheless organic development in the natur-
al history of humans’ evolutionary differentiation, modernist writers grasped the artificial, 
disruptive, and economic character of federal interventions. 
 My reading of modernist fragmentation as a species of decadent aesthetics con-
tributes to the growing body of scholarship on modernism and decadence by recovering 
the latter’s specifically anti-federal valence.  As I discuss in the introduction to chapter 59
one, the rejection of holistic organicism that many nineteenth-century writers and critics 
 Important work reevaluating modernism’s relationship to decadence includes Matei Calinescu 59
(1977); Vivian Heller, Joyce, Decadence, and Emancipation (Urbana-Champaign: U of Illinois P, 1995); 
David Weir, Decadence and the Making of Modernism (1995); and Cassandra Laity, H.D. and the Victorian 
Fin de Siècle: Gender, Modernism, Decadence (New York: Cambridge UP, 2009). However, studies of 
modernist decadence proliferated beginning in 2015, with new historical and theoretical consideration of 
the two key terms offered in Vincent B. Sherry, Modernism and the Reinvention of Decadence (New York: 
Cambridge UP, 2015); Kristin Mahoney, Literature and the Politics of Post-Victorian Decadence (New 
York: Cambridge UP, 2015); Robert J. Stilling, Beginning at the End: Decadence, Modernism, and Post-
colonial Poetry (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2018); and Kate Hext and Alex Murray, eds., Decadence in 
the Age of Modernism (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins UP, 2019). Cf. Amy Clukey, “Enchanting Mod-
ernism: Mary Butts, Decadence, and the Ethics of Occultism,” MFS: Modern Fiction Studies 60.1 (Spring 
2014): 78-107; Alex Murray, “Decadence Revisited: Evelyn Waugh and the Afterlife of the 1890s,” Mod-
ernism/modernity 22.3 (Sept. 2015): 593-607; Jonathan Stone, Decadence and Modernism in European and 
Russian Literature and Culture: Aesthetics and Anxiety in the 1890s (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2019); and Martin Lockerd, Decadent Catholicism and the Making of Modernism (London: Blooms-
bury, 2020). For a glimpse of decadence beyond Anglophone contexts, see Luca Somigli and Mario Mo-
roni, eds., Italian Modernism: Italian Culture Between Decadentism and Avant-garde (Toronto: U of Toron-
to P, 2004); Stephen Downes, Music and Decadence in European Modernism: The Case of Central and 
Eastern Europe (New York: Cambridge UP, 2010); and Michela Coletta, Decadent Modernity: Civilization 
and ‘Latinidad’ in Spanish America, 1880-1920 (Liverpool: Liverpool UP, 2018).
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saw embedded in “decadent style” was expressed, in one seminal account, as a rejection 
of “federation.” In the twentieth century, however, such an antithetical response to federa-
tion was complicated by both the growing intensity of geopolitical chaos and the increas-
ingly sophisticated constitutional and international experiments designed to manage that 
chaos across multiple scales and jurisdictions. Unlike organic constitutionalism’s hierar-
chical and homogenizing notion of federation, pluralist constitutionalism sought to design 
loose formal unities and secure provisional order without resorting to the “common 
sense” notion that “society is completely permeated by the idea of unity.”   60
 Likewise, whereas the aesthetic signature of fin de siècle decadence was that it 
“makes more or less a crisis of [form],”  modernist decadence compounded that crisis 61
by, paradoxically, supplementing decadent form with techniques designed to secure par-
tial resolution, contingent meaning, and complex structure. Thus, even while departing 
from classical and realistic modes of narration, characterization, and symbolism, mod-
ernism’s decadent form could become “significant form,” in Clive Bell's phrase, “when 
 Georges Sorel, “Unity and Multiplicity,” first appendix to Reflections on Violence (1908), 253: “Cer60 -
tain habits of language that are prevalent today have contributed more than all arguments to popularizing 
the prejudices in favor of unity” (254). Using a strategy that resonates with later modernist writers (e.g., 
Pound’s imagism, Joyce’s mythic method), Sorel sought to counter these habitual prejudices toward unity 
through a technique he called “diremption,” which analyzes a phrase or idea in isolation from its social 
context and constructs a “symbolic knowledge,” necessarily partial and contingent but nonetheless revela-
tory of what is in fact “the chaos of social phenomena” (Sorel, Matériaux d’un théorie du prolétariat 
(1921); qtd. Jennings, editor’s introduction to Reflections on Violence, xii). 
The notion of organic constitutionalism is typically associated with Hegel’s The Philosophy of Right 
(1896), e.g., §271, §272; I use the term broadly to describe not a particular constitution’s historical and cul-
tural appropriateness to its context but a view that assumes constitutions are integrated, purposeful wholes, 
“rational in so far as the state inwardly differentiates and determines its activity in accordance with the na-
ture of the concept” (Hegel, 305).
 Stephen Arata, "Decadent Form” (2014), 1009.61
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lines and colours combined in a particular way, certain forms and relations of forms, stir 
our aesthetic emotions.”   In agitating our emotions and sensations, modernism's juxta62 -
positions of decadent chaos and ephemeral order produce neither an encyclopedic form 
(Said’s term) nor a spatial form, in which “past and present are seen...locked in a timeless 
unity which…eliminates any feeling of historical sequence.”  Rather, they create a tem63 -
poral form that reanimates and reevaluates the “objective historical imagination” (Frank, 
ibid.) as a precarious perspective that shifts along with the constitutional shape and politi-
cal fate of the reader’s society. 
III. Constitutional Modernism: Narrative Form, Informal Constitutional 
Change, and Constituent Power 
 By associating modernism's formal decadence with the transformation of and 
eventual breakdown in federal notions of formal unity, I read modernist texts as constitu-
tional narratives. I argue that modernist fiction’s inventively disparate narrative forms 
reflect and contribute to constitutional changes that are “informal,” from the perspective 
of the law, because they are not officially adopted as written amendments. Writers’ grap-
pling with these informal changes is revealingly messy and leaves its mark in the fictions 
 Clive Bell, Art (1917), 8. Bell's focus on the subjective and sensory basis of aesthetic experience, 62
rather than his essentialism, is relevant to modernism's formal decadence. While Bell claims that “[t]o be 
continually pointing out those parts, the sum, or rather the combination, of which unite to produce signifi-
ant form, is the function of criticism” (9), he also admits that “how far the artists are helped to the creation 
of significant form by the pervasion of some underlying spirit of the age, is a question that can never be 
decided beyond cavil” (43).
 Joseph Frank, "Spatial Form in Modern Literature” (1945), 653.63
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they construct. In particular, literature’s decadent attention to the sensory, affective, and 
material contortions engendered by racial capitalism makes it possible to read literary his-
tory as alternative constitutional history. 
 The possession of a formal, meaning written, constitution is traditionally consid-
ered to be a hallmark of the modern state.  However, the concrete durability of modern 64
founding documents is accompanied by the abstract technical system of constitutional 
interpretation and the contingencies of the law’s implementation. Modern legal theory 
traditionally maintains a limited definition of informal constitutional change, recognizing 
only constitutionally sanctioned or implied sources of change (e.g., judicial review, exec-
utive action, basic legislation). Other approaches explore the role of legal and political 
practices, norms, and institutions (e.g., political parties, unwritten customs) while remain-
ing focused on the intersection between public law and the political sphere.  65
 For a conventional (and conventionally Anglo-centric) intellectual history of constitutionalism, see 64
Francis D. Wormuth, The Origins of Modern Constitutionalism (1949); for more neutral and self-reflexive 
accounts of constitutionalism, see Dieter Grimm, Constitutionalism: Past, Present and Future (2016); and 
Chris Thornhill, A Sociology of Constitutions (2011), esp. pp. 7-12.
 Karl Llewellyn, “The Constitution as an Institution,” Columbia Law Review 34.1 (Jan. 1934): 1-40; 65
Ernest A. Young, “The Constitution Outside the Constitution,” Yale Law Journal 117.3 (Dec. 2007): 
408-473; and The Political Dimension of Constitutional Law, ed. Miguel Nogueira de Brito and Luís 
Pereira Coutinho (Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 2020).
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 A growing interest in social and cultural influences on constitutional law has be-
gun to expand the definition of informal constitutional change toward indefinite ends.  66
While such expansion has not yet returned to premodern notions of the homology be-
tween political constitution and general social structure (which tend toward organicism), 
the shift has begun to align constitutional theory with the interpretive horizons of other 
disciplines and of earlier constitutionalisms. For example, recent discussions of “the ma-
terial constitution” in Marxist legal theory raise questions about “the deeper societal con-
text in which formal constitutional development is embedded (or, as the case may be, dis-
embedded).”  Such questions call for an interdisciplinary reevaluation of formal consti67 -
tutionalism in light (1) apparently figurative references to “the modern Constitution” that 
governs the separation between the human (politics) and the nonhuman (science and na-
ture); (2) sociological models of the reflexive interaction between constraining structures 
and individual interpretive agencies; and (3) post-humanist notions of the “sociogenic 
 The growing attention to informal constitutional change, in this expanded definition, can be seen in 66
legal scholarship including Martin Loughlin and Neil Walker, ed., The Paradox of Constitutionalism: Con-
stituent Power and Constitutional Form (New York: Oxford UP, 2007); Akhil Reed Amar, America’s Un-
written Constitution: The Precedents and Principles We Live By (New York: Basic Books, 2012); Elizabeth 
Beaumont, The Civic Constitution: Civic Visions and Struggles in the Path Toward Constitutional Democ-
racy (New York: Oxford UP, 2014); David Cole, Engines of Liberty: The Power of Citizen Activists to 
Make Constitutional Law (New York: Basic Books, 2016); Rohit De, A People's Constitution: The Every-
day Life of Law in the Indian Republic (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2018). In literary studies, see W. C. 
Harris, E Pluribus Unum: Nineteenth-Century American Literature and the Constitutional Paradox (2005); 
and Eric Slauter, The State as a Work of Art: The Cultural Origins of the Constitution  (2009); and Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, “Constitutions and Culture Studies” (1990).
 Marco Goldoni and Michael A. Wilkinson, “The Material Constitution” (2018), 569.67
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principle” by which narratives and symbols alter biological evolution by interacting with 
"the genetically programmed process of ontogenesis.”   68
 In line with such approaches, I contend that literary narratives mediate (both re-
flect and redirect) constitutional change by devising new formal structures and generic 
conventions in response to changing constitutional conditions. Following Michael Gar-
diner’s polemical account of the English literary canon as a “surrogate constitution” that 
embodies “the literary form of the British state,” I extend conceptions of “constitutional 
culture” to include agents and objects outside of the formal legal-political sphere.  How69 -
ever, in contrast to other accounts in which literature does the work of “finishing the con-
stitution by other means,” I focus on literature’s ability to chronicle and even to foment 
constitutional unsettlement.  Like social movements, in other words, fictional narratives 70
are capable of amplifying and “channeling” what political theory refers to as “constituent 
power”: the iterative force of the people or the multitude, in contrast to the “constituted 
 Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (1991), 13-14; Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of 68
Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration (1984); Sylvia Wynter, “Towards the Sociogenic Principle: 
Fanon, Identity, the Puzzle of Conscious Experience, and What It Is Like to be ‘Black’” (1999), and “The 
Re-Enchantment of Humanism: An Interview with Sylvia Wynter” (2000), 188-190.
 Gardiner,  The Constitution of English Literature: The State, the Nation and the Canon, 4, 1. For an 69
insightful reconsideration of how “the reading and criticism of literature lost their function as the aesthetic-
ethical practice of a minority caste, and acquired a new deployment and function as an arm of the emergent 
governmental educational apparatus” (3), see Ian Hunter, Culture and Government: The Emergence of Lit-
erary Education (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1988). For conceptions of “constitutional culture” focused on 
social movements and on popular beliefs, knowledge, and feelings in extra-legal spheres, see Reva B. 
Siegel, “Constitutional Culture, Social Movement Conflict, and Constitutional Change: The Case of the De 
Facto ERA,” California Law Review 94.5 (Oct. 2006): 1323-1419; and Jason Mazzone, “The Creation of a 
Constitutional Culture,” Tulsa Law Review 40.4 (2004): 671-698.
 W. C. Harris, E Pluribus Unum: Nineteenth-Century American Literature and the Constitutional 70
Paradox (2005), 1; for an account of “constitutional unsettlement” in Great Britain between the 2014 Scot-
tish independent referendum and the 2016 Brexit vote, which I apply to other contexts, see Neil Walker, 
“Our Constitutional Unsettlement” (2014).
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power” of the state.  I argue that modernist fiction, in particular, confronts readers with 71
the sensory and affective turbulence that results when liberal federal constitutionalism 
reveals its intimate reliance on racial capitalism. 
 Reading for constitutional form and constituent power in modernist fiction offers 
a new perspective on recent claims about literary form’s social and political effects, no-
tably Caroline Levine’s argument for “expanding our usual definition of form in literary 
studies to include patterns of sociopolitical experience”: “Formalist analysis,” according 
to Levine, “turns out to be as valuable to understanding sociopolitical institutions as it is 
to reading literature. Forms are at work everywhere.”  Likewise, my approach responds 72
directly and affirmatively to Anna Kornbluh's critique of philosopher Giorgio Agamben's 
rejection of constituent power, even as I qualify Kornbluh’s enthusiastic recuperation of 
“[t]he value of what form builds.”  My approach also complements recent in73 -
terdisciplinary work considering the parallel worldmaking activities of literature and in-
ternational law.   74
 William N. Eskridge, Jr., “Channeling: Identity-Based Social Movements and Constitutional Law” 71
(2001). Though Eskridge analyzes the type of identity-based social movements “distinctive to the late 
twentieth century” (421), I extend his account of the interaction between social movements and constitu-
tional law to the relationship between cultural forms and constitutional forms: “Just as constitutional law 
has influenced the rhetoric, strategies, and norms of social movements, so the movements have affected the 
rhetoric, strategies, and norms of American public law” (423). Cultural forms differ notably from social 
movements in that their constitutional force is circuitously mediated through the experiences and attitudes 
of a reading public. On constituent power, see Loughlin, “Constituent Power.”
 Caroline Levine, Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network (2015), 2.72
 Anna Kornbluh, The Order of Forms: Realism, Formalism, and Social Space (2019), 2, 3. Agamben, 73
as Kornbluh explains (2), replaces constituent power with what he calls “destituent potential” (from the 
Latin destituens: “forsaking,” “abandoning”). 
 Christopher Gevers, "International Law, Literature and Worldmaking,” Routledge Handbook of In74 -
ternational Law and the Humanities, eds., Pahuja and Chalmers, unpublished draft essay.
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 In its engagement with liberal federalism, modernist fiction occupies a transitional 
moment—not too unlike our own twenty-first century—in which the highly mediated 
processes of constitutional change that typically hold in liberal states become simultane-
ously compressed and distended, seemingly hyperactive and paralyzed. Like the end of 
the nineteenth century, the end of the twentieth century saw “the uncoupling of the con-
stitution from the state,” as “[g]lobalization…reversed the direction of control between 
state and capital.”  Such uncoupling divides sociopolitical power between the nation-75
state and transnational capital. At the same time, it widens the gap between formal consti-
tutions, as they are written and actively comprehended, and their material bases. 
 Language and narrative can become especially potent in such transitional mo-
ments. For the invention of modern constitutional politics not only distributes the state’s 
sovereign power across networks of disciplinary social institutions, as Foucault argues.  76
It also displaces political agency into a liminal position between past and present, and 
between state and society. This position is one of “symbolic representation,” as legal 
 Hauke Brunkhorst, Critical Theory of Legal Revolutions (2014), 1, 460. Brunkhorst argues, drawing 75
on Martti Koskenniemi, that one of the constitutive features of modern subjectivity since around 1789 is a 
“Kantian constitutional mindset” that internalizes the “normative core” of previous revolutions in law and 
society, acting “in everybody’s daily political and legal praxis as a normative constraint on evolutionary 
adaptation” (3-4): “[C]onstitutional vocabularies do not merely frame the internal world of ‘moral politi-
cians’ conscious of the contingent of their choices. They inform political struggles. Instrumental vocabular-
ies are mastered by technical and administrative bodies and articulate concerns they tend to consider impor-
tant. By contrast, such constitutional vocabularies as ‘self-determination,’ ‘fundamental rights,’ ‘division 
and accountability of power,’ and so forth, with all their historical thickness, contest the structural biases of 
present institutions and politicize what otherwise appears as routine administration…. [W]hat is important 
is the use of the constitutional vocabulary to express a fundamental critique of present politics…. The use 
of the constitutional vocabulary, like Kant’s aesthetic judgment, transforms individual suffering into an 
objective wrong that concerns not just the victim, but everyone” (34-35). For my purposes, language and 
narratives that are not explicitly or conventionally part of “constitutional vocabulary” nonetheless can have 
constitutional meanings and effects.
 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1975), 81.76
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scholar Martin Loughlin argues, a nexus between the state as it is constituted, the state as 
it has existed in history, and the forces of “imagination” and “action” that will determine 
its future:  
Power thus resides neither in ‘the people’ nor in the constituted authori-
ties: it exists in the relation established between constitutional imagination 
and governmental action…. Constituent power exists only when that 
[temporary social] multitude can project itself, not just as the expression of 
the many (a majority), but in some senses at least, of the all (unity). With-
out this dimension of symbolic representation, there is no constituent 
power.  77
As narratives of “transformational rupture and change across…interlocking societies and 
civilizations,”  works of modernist fiction respond forcefully and creatively to the im78 -
perative for a society to imagine itself anew—even as they insist, decadently, on the limi-
tations of any unified expression of “the many” or “the all.” Embodying modernism’s 
critical fascination with federal forms, this mixed message restates the contradiction be-
tween liberal federalism and racial capitalism that persists even after Proudhon's “age of 
federations,” when more than twenty-five federal states control approximately 40% of the 
world’s population but continue to vacillate between internal unrest and imperial ambi-
tion.  79
 Many of my focal texts in this study circulated through the networked institutions 
and expanding infrastructure of Anglo-American print culture. The Picture of Dorian 
 Martin Loughlin, “On Constituent Power” (2017), 171-172.77
 Susan Stanford Friedman, Planetary Modernisms: Provocations on Modernity Across Time (2015), 78
ix.
 Raoul Blindenbacher and Ronald L. Watts, “Federalism in a Changing World” (2003), 9.79
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Gray (1890) was serialized in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine the year after it contracted 
for transatlantic distribution.  Due to an unusual agreement between the Woolfs’ Hogarth 80
Press and an independent publisher, the first edition—by a few days—of Orlando: A Bi-
ography (1928) was produced in New York, with chapter titles that emphasize its rela-
tionship to the conventions of national biography and the Bildungsroman.  On the other 81
hand, in the years leading up to Faulkner's publication of Absalom, Absalom! (1936), 
Arnold Bennett and Richard Hughes, both English, promoted his work to unsophisticated 
American audiences, describing English critics as arbiters of American literary taste.  82
Jean Rhys’ emigration to England, reflected in Voyage in the Dark (1934), finds its textu-
al analogue in that novel’s transatlantic debut; an excerpt titled “Vienne” appeared in the 
final issue of Ford Madox Ford’s The Transatlantic Review (1924).  Finally, excerpts 83
from Invisible Man (1952) were first published in England, as Ellison’s contribution to a 
1947 double-issue of Horizon devoted to “the predicament of the artist in America.”  In 84
these instances, modernism relied necessarily on the shared print culture that editor, pub-
lisher, and journalist W. T. Stead promoted as the basis for “a great federation of English-
 Elizabeth Lorang, “The Picture of Dorian Gray in Context: Intertextuality and Lippincott’s Monthly 80
Magazine” (2010), 19-41.
 Amy E. Elkins, “Old Pages and New Readings in Virginia Woolf’s Orlando” (2010), 131-136.81
 Arnold Bennett (rev. of Faulkner, Soldier’s Pay [1926]), Evening Standard (26 June 1930), 7; and 82
Richard Hughes, Preface (June 1930) to British edition of William Faulkner, Soldier’s Pay (American 
edition, 1926); both rpt. Bassett, ed., William Faulkner: The Critical Heritage (1975), 61-62, 59-60.
 Elaine Savory, Jean Rhys (1999), 18, 36-37, 89-91.83
 Cyril Connolly, “About This Number” (1947), 147; Ellison, “The Invisible Man” (1947).84
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speaking commonwealths” and worked to realize during his long career as a publisher, 
editor, and journalist.  But these exchanges also suggest the complex affiliations, antag85 -
onisms, and reference points that shaped modernists’ engagement with history and poli-
tics. 
 Chapter one reads Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891) as a gothic 
Bildungsroman that uses a complexly "myriad" main character to dramatize the constitu-
tional decadence of the British Empire. This narrative’s constitutional dimensions become 
visible against the backdrop of Wilde’s academic engagement with political philosophy 
and with debates over the historiography of ancient Greece, as well as his surprising po-
litical interventions during his 1881 North American lecture tour. In contrast to late Victo-
rian notions of organic imperial unity, Wilde presents the destabilizing division that sepa-
rates political ideals from the criminal chaoses they perpetrate. 
 Chapter two follows the conjoined histories of liberal federalism and constitution-
al turbulence into the transitional decades in which the British Empire became a quasi-
federal Commonwealth of Nations. Treating Virginia Woolf's Orlando: A Biography 
(1928) as an example of modernist national biography, I show how the character of the 
English nation in Woolf's story is repeatedly disrupted by its unwritten imperial history. 
Woolf develops a model of federated character that satirically acknowledges this disrup-
tion and tries to move beyond federal compromise to imagine life after empire. I empha-
 W. T. Stead, “To All English-Speaking Folk” (1890), 18.85
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size this innovation’s political salience and its basis in Woolf’s distinctive social con-
sciousness, by connecting her fiction's wide-ranging engagement with federal rhetoric to 
the pressing constitutional debates and crises of her day.  
 Chapter three returns to the United States as the crucible, rather than the proto-
type, of liberal federalism, and examines the economic subversion of federal idealism 
portrayed in William Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha fiction. In contrast to the organicism of 
romance and the idealism of cultural federation, Faulkner presents an historical anti-ro-
mance in which racial capitalism produces apocryphal counter-narratives to both southern 
myths of racial cohesion and national accounts of federal unity. The most comprehensive 
example of Faulkner’s constitutional apocrypha can be found in his hybrid play-novel, 
Requiem for a Nun (1951), which documents the close alliance between federal idealism 
and economic exploitation that facilitated white settlers’ violent conquest of a continent. 
Faulkner’s apocryphal unwinding of romance takes place in the conflicted consciousness 
of Quentin Compson, who in The Sound and the Fury (1929) and Absalom, Absalom! 
(1935) embodies the constitutional condition of decadent commonwealth. However, in 
Quentin’s refusal to acknowledge his own hatred for the U.S. south and in his eventual 
suicide, Faulkner imagines a potential end not only to North American white supremacy 
but to the transatlantic genealogy of battles over political union.  
 In my concluding chapter, I present a series of exploratory case studies that range 
beyond the Anglo-American discourse of federation. Focusing on Joseph Conrad, Jean 
41
Rhys, Claude McKay, Ralph Ellison, and Salman Rushdie, I argue that U.S. and British 
federalisms, rather than exceptional prototypes, are intertwined with and often dependent 
on the various parts they intend to organize. Each of these writers draws on different lit-
erary resources and aesthetic tendencies to confront a particular constitutional conun-
drum, such as informal imperial exploitation, statelessness, or postcolonial nationalism. 
Whereas previous chapters focused on the generic conventions of the Bildungsoman, na-
tional biography, and the historical romance, respectively, these writers refashion the 
plantation narrative and colonial tale (Conrad), the picaresque (Rhys), the “novel without 
a plot” (McKay), the black nationalist counterfactual history (Ellison), and the postcolo-
nial nationalist autobiography (Rushdie). These formal variations reflect the complex in-
teractions that liberal federalism has effected in the wider world and that, in turn, have 
constituted liberal federalism as it has persisted under changing circumstances. 
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CHAPTER ONE – CONSTITUTING DECADENCE: OSCAR WILDE AND THE 




















 Oscar Wilde, De Profundis (1897), in The Complete Letters, 729. Also published under Wilde’s 86
working title, “Epistola: In Carcere et Vinculis,” in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, Vol. 2, where the 
relevant passage can be found on pp. 94-95. Wilde wrote his “Epistle: In Prison and Chains” to Alfred 
Douglas during the final months of his time in Reading Gaol but was not allowed to send it before his re-
lease. The text was published by Robert Ross in 1905 under its more familiar title, De Profundis [From The 
Depths], but in an abridged form. The full letter was not published until 1962, in Rupert Hart-Davis’s 
edition of Wilde’s letters. Compare Wilde’s self-description above to this quotation (from Hegel) in his Ox-
ford commonplace book: “The condemnation which a great man lays upon the world is to force it to ex-
plain him” (Oscar Wilde’s Notebooks, 147).
 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, or The Matter, Forme, & Power of a Common-Wealth Ecclesiasticall 87




















 Percy Byshe Shelley, A Defense of Poetry (1821), ed. Mary Shelley (1840; Indianapolis: Bobbs-88
Merrill, 1904), 90: “Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.” On the U.S. federal constitu-
tion as a work of art designed to “frame” heterogeneous cultural influences, see Slauter, The State as a 
Work of Art: The Cultural Origins of the Constitution, 8-10. 


















 Martin Loughlin, “Constituent Power,” 100.90
 Reginia Gagnier defines “decadent individualism” in structural and relative terms, as the result of 91
excessive demands for specialization or superfluous desires for novelty. Individualism becomes “decadent” 
rather than “progressive,” she explains, leading toward anarchy rather than modernization, when processes 
of individuation and differentiation that initially benefited social unity and economic development begin to 
harm it, producing not “fitness for purpose, whether in the division of labour, natural selection, or stylis-
tics” but idiosyncrasy, redundancy, and other disordering effects (Individualism, Decadence, and Global-
ization, 9, 11). In applying Gagnier’s term to Wilde, I argue that his decadent individualism embodies the 
excessive individuations and differentiations of the imperial constitution, which federal reforms were meant 
















 Critics have discussed heterogeneity as a feature of Gothic fiction but not addressed its relationship 92
to political philosophy, racial historiography, or constitutional theory. For example, Jacqueline Howard uses 
Bakhtin’s concept of “heteroglossia" to call attention to Gothic fiction’s portrayal of social and political 
diversity (44-45), but she subsumes Gothic heterogeneity under the novel’s dialogic staging of competing 
social discourses. Jonathan Dent uses the phrase "Gothic heterogeneity” (16) to emphasize Gothic fiction’s 
distinctive inclusion of multiple styles, settings, and techniques, which he attributes to “the genre’s con-
tentious relationship with Enlightenment historiography and the philosophy that underpins it” (20). Dent 
argues persuasively that late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century Gothic fiction rejected the rationality 
and empiricism of historians such as David Hume, challenging his multi-volume chronological account of 
English history with “framing devices, fragmentation, conflicting testimonies, complex plots, coincidences, 
and situation that frequently defy reason… [that] destabilise the traditional relationship between fact and 
fiction, history and romance” (18). His argument points to the decadent effects of Gothic fiction that I dis-
cuss below, and which I seek to follow from their early articulation in specific historical and philosophical 
accounts (e.g., Montesquieu) to their particular outcomes (i.e., social heterogeneity, constitutional diversity, 
and imperial disintegration).

















 Amy  Clukey provides compelling overviews of the symbolic and historical cross-currents between 94
Ireland and the U.S. South, in “Plantation Modernity: Gone With the Wind and Irish-Southern Culture,” 
American Literature 85.3 (Sept. 2013): 505-530; and  “White Troubles: The Southern Imaginary in North-
ern Ireland, 2008-2016,” Arizona Quarterly 73.4 (Winter 2017): 61-92. 
 Laura Doyle, Freedom’s Empire: Race and the Rise of the Novel in Atlantic Modernity, 1640-1940, 95
13-14. Drawing connections between four continents rather than Doyle’s three (Africa, Europe, and the 
Americas), Lisa Lowe emphasizes that the Atlantic world was also built and inhabited by indentured Asian 
laborers, whose presence was coordinated strategically by European colonial administrators as a buffer 
against black and indigenous resistance and as a form of putatively free labor that could supplement and 
















 Doyle, Freedom’s Empire, 2. Wilde is notably absent from Doyle’s discussion of Atlantic Gothic 96
aesthetics.
 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 153. Bhabha notes that assertions of political authority and 97
cultural superiority by an imperial power are legitimated retroactively: the attempt “to dominate in the 
name of a cultural supremacy which is itself produced only in the moment of differentiation” (51) requires 
a discourse to preserve unity and continuity by rewriting historical narratives and revising cultural symbols 
according to changing metropolitan interests. He points to an example of this ambivalence in European 
discourses of race and civilization that influenced Wilde’s turn to the Gothic: “In the structure of the dis-
course [of the ‘origin of races’], however, there was a recurrent ambivalence between the developmental, 
organic notion of cultural and racial ‘indigenism’ as the justification of supremacy, and the notion of evolu-
tion as abrupt cultural transition, discontinuous progress, the periodic eruption of invading tribes from 





















 On the anti-colonial interpretation of late Victorian aestheticism, as it unfolded in Wilde's relation98 -
ship to the poet, Manhuman Ghose, see Leela Gandhi, Affective Communities: Anticolonial Thought, Fin-
de-Siècle Radicalism, and the Politics of Friendship, 142-175.

















 It is possible Wilde set Dorian Gray around the time of his lecture tour. Donald Lawler suggests, 100
based on a reference to the Russian ambassador Count Peter Schuvaloff in a review of the 1890 Lippin-
cott’s version of Dorian Gray, that the narrative is set between 1878 and 1886. Lawler also points to a Sep-
tember 24, 1891, report in the St. James Gazette claiming that Wilde’s story had been inspired by a moment 
in the studio of Canadian painter Frances Richard, whom Wilde had met in Ottawa during the 1882 lecture 
tour. Sitting for Richard in 1887, for a portrait never mentioned or documented elsewhere, Wilde reportedly 
said: “What a tragic thing it is. This portrait will never grow older, and I shall. If it was only the other way” 
(438). Donald L. Lawler, “Keys to the Upstairs Room,” 433.
 Regina Gagnier, Idylls of the Marketplace: Oscar Wilde and the Victorian Public, 109.101
 Edward Kamau Brathwaite, “World Order Models—A Caribbean Perspective,” 55.102
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 Wilde, Notebooks, 168; 172, paraphrasing Froude, “Scientific Method,” II, 450-460.103
 Max Nordau, Entartung [Degeneration] (1892), English translation (1895), 319; cf. 317-322, 104
442-444. Scholarship on Wilde’s relationship to discourses of decadence and modernity is extensive and 
wide-ranging. Critics have explained his contested status in these discourses by considering theories of 
degeneration and social decline (Arata, Greenslade, Karschay), Victorian aestheticism and Hellenism 
(Dowling, Ross), cosmopolitanism (Brown, Potolsky), sexuality (Sedgwick, Cohen, Bristow), and the in-
fluence of modern advertising and commodity culture (Wicke, Gagnier, Nunokawa). My approach touches 
on several of these themes but links them to Wilde’s articulation of an Anglo-Irish and proleptically post-
colonial position within and against liberal federalism. 



















 Reginia Gagnier, Individualism, Decadence, and Globalization, 5.106
 Havelock Ellis, “Huysmans” (1898), in Affirmations (1898), 176. Beginning in 1931, Ellis’ essay 107













 Paul Bourget, “Notes and Portraits: Charles Baudelaire,” La Nouvelle Revue 13.2 (15 Nov. 1881): 108
398-416, 412-413; rpt. in Bourget, Essais de Psychologie Contemporaine, 23: “[I]l est nécessaire due leurs 
cellules composantes fonctionnent avec énergie, mais avec une énergie subordonnée. Si l’énergie des cel-
lules devient indépendante, les organismes qui composent l’organisme total cessent pareillement de subor-
donner leur énergie à l’énergie totale, et l’anarchic qui s’établit constitue la décadence de l’ensemble.” 
Whether or not Wilde read Bourget’s article when it first appeared in 1881, he became acquainted with the 
writer in the spring of 1883, between the end of his 1882 North American lecture tour and his brief trip 
back to New York in the summer of 1883 for the opening of Vera (Ellmann, Oscar Wilde, 228; Sherard, 
242; cf. Complete Letters, 229). 
 Though likely inspired by Désiré Nisard’s 1834 Etudes (Gagnier, Individualism, Decadence, and 109
Globalization, 176n2), Bourget’s account of decadent style became a touchstone in Anglo-European com-
mentary on the subject. Nordau paraphrases Bourget’s description of the federated social organism in De-
generation (301-302); Frederick Nietzsche rehearses Bourget’s theory in 1888, without attribution, and 
links this “question of style” to the “political theory” of “equal rights for all” (The Case of Wagner, 25); and 
György Lukács cites Nietzsche’s paraphrase in his 1938 critique of modernist decadence (“Realism in the 
Balance,” 44). More recently, Matei Calinescu discusses Bourget’s contrast between the hierarchical orga-
nization of “organic societies” and the “highly individualistic” character of so-called decadent societies, 
which he sees as less interesting than Bourget’s turn to the stylistic manifestations of decadence in literature 
(170). Matthew Potolsky emphasizes that, for Bourget, decadent style “exemplifies…social atomization” 
(Decadent Republic, 5). Cf. Weir, Decadence and the Making of Modernism, pp. 5-6. Critics have yet to 
discuss “federation” as the specific organizing principle Bourget introduces to describe the social organ-
ism’s hierarchal unity.



















 Havelock Ellis, “A Note on Paul Bourget” (Pioneer, October 1889), rpt. Views and Reviews, 48, 51. 111
Gagnier cites Ellis’ prominently in Individualism, Decadence and Globalization, 2; and “The Global Circu-
lation of the Literatures of Decadence,” 70.
 Oscar Wilde, “Preface” (1891), in The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), ed. Gillespie, 3.112
 Wilde, “Preface,” 4; Wilde, “The Critic As Artist" (1891), in Complete Works, Vol. 4: Criticism, 113
147.14. For Gilbert, history can be rewritten not only by historians but by “any man of parts [sic] and cul-
ture,” because history consists of “an accurate description of what has never occurred" (135.19-22). He 
elevates the critic’s task of description, in turn, to the level of poetry, declaring: “When man acts he is a 




















 Wilde, “The Soul of Man Under Socialism” (1891), in Complete Works, Vol. 4, 267.16-17.114
 He applied this approach to socialism as well: “Socialism itself will be of value simply because it 115





















 Smith and Helfand, “Preface,” in Wilde, Notebooks, vii, viii.116
 Julia Prewitt Brown helpfully glosses Wilde’s “post-dualist” position (xiii), arguing that he “main117 -
tained a paradoxical interrelatedness of opposites that was no mere synthesis” (Cosmopolitan Criticism: 












































 Kenneth Burke, A Grammar of Motives (1945), 296, which continues: “[T]he negative would origi119 -
nally be…a moral function rather than a semantic function.”
 Burke, A Grammar of Motives, 297.120

















 Ellmann, Oscar Wilde, 42.122
 Bruce Haley, “Wilde’s ‘Decadence’ and the Positivist Tradition,” 218. Cf. Philip E. Smith II, “Pro123 -
toplasmic Hierarchy and Philosophical Harmony: Science and Hegelian Aesthetics in Oscar Wilde’s Note-
books,” Critical Essays on Oscar Wilde, ed. Reginia Gagnier (New York: G. K. Hall, 1991), 202-209; and 
Bruce Bashford, “Oscar Wilde: The Critic as Dialectician,” Oscar Wilde, ed. Jarlath Killeen (Dublin: Irish 
Academic, 2011), 113-135.
 Wilde summarizes the importance and benefits of a scientific approach in two passages of the note124 -
book: “History may be looked on either as a work of art—whose [telos] is in the maker—or as an organism, 
evolving its own [telos][.] [I]f we take the first view we are sure to fall into he pitfall of an a-priori conclu-
sion—the latter is the only scientific one” (157); and later: “For a scientific conception of History the first 
requisite is the doctrine of uniform sequence[:] in other words that certain events having happened, certain 
other events corresponding to them will happen: that the past is the key of the future: / In the character of a 



















 Oscar Wilde, “Historical Criticism” (1867), Complete Works, Vol. 4; Wilde, Notebooks, 167.125
 Here I am paraphrasing and extending the following comment from his notebook, based on his oth126 -
er notes about nonconformity and progress: “Why histories are so soon superannuated—partly because the 
attitude of mind, the point of view continually shifts: we are always adding ourselves new facts to the social 
organism which essentially alter our stand point…Now the test of a great historian is how far can his work 
be regarded as an [Greek expression for: ‘a declamation for always’][.] [E]veryone of course represents the 
spirit of his age, but there is an eternal aspect of the Spirit of every age which may be caught— To recreate 



















 Haley, “Wilde’s ‘Decadence’,” 217, quoting Spencer, First Principles of a New System of Philoso127 -
phy, 2nd Edition (1867), 518-519.
 “To burn always with this hard gem-like flame, to maintain this ecstasy, is success in life” (120), 128
Pater wrote in his controversial “Conclusion” to the 1873 edition of Studies in the History of the Renais-
sance (removed from subsequent editions). Other examples from the book include: “The heat of 
[Wordsworth’s] genius…has crystallized a part…of it” (4); “For Pico the world is a limited place, bound by 
actual crystal walls” (24); “the hidden virtues of plants and crystals” (59); “a perfectly crystallized speci-
men [of poetry]” (82); “crystallising about the memory of this wonderful young man” (132, in “The School 
of Giorgione”);  and “Over and over again the world has been surprised by the heroism, the passion, of this 







































 Nordau describes the aesthetic consequences of a loss of will: “Here we have again to deal with a 130
form of the inaptitude for attention, well known to us, which is a peculiarity of the degenerate subject. The 
course of his ideas is determined, not by a central idea round which the will groups all other ideas, sup-
pressing some and strengthening others with the help of attention; but by the wholly mechanical association 
of ideas awakened in the case of the Parnassians by a similar or identical verbal sound. His poetical method 
is pure echolalia” (270).
 Wilde may have found inspiration for his title in Mark Twain’s speech, “The Decay of the Art of 131
Lying,” which was published in the United States during Wilde’s time there, in the essay collection The 
Stolen White Elephant Etc. (1882). In May of 1882, while in New York, he inscribed a copy of Twain’s The 


















































II. Gothic Combinations: Mixed Government and “the Instability of Pure 
Constitutions” 
 Wilde’s decadent positivism in matters of history and language informed his un-
derstanding of political philosophy, leading him to develop a decadently Gothic view of 
Atlantic modernity following his time at Oxford. His ideas about modernization in and 
beyond the Atlantic world diverged in significant ways from the intellectual currents that 
were coalescing in late Victorian liberal federalism, which combined classical notions of 
hierarchical order with an organicist and implicitly racialized understanding of constitu-
tional development. For Wilde, it was not devising an ordered formula for development 
that would secure a modern and desirable future but, rather, cultivating a detached per-
spective on the centrifugal heterogeneity of the past and the unfolding present. It was 
Wilde’s early encounter with Polybius’ pluralistic theory of the state and Montesquieu’s 
notion of “Gothic Government,” in particular, that set the stage for his later turn from the 
Hellenism of John Pentland Mahaffy and Walter Pater toward a decadent republicanism 
influenced by John Ruskin’s account of Gothic aesthetics. Though often ignored or 
downplayed, this turn toward the Gothic evinces Wilde’s Irish nationalism, his desire for 
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changes in the British imperial constitution, and the global purview of his decadent aes-
thetics.  133
 The early Oxford notebooks show Wilde’s frequent engagement with Plato, 
Socrates, Thucydides, Hobbes, Gibbon, Hegel, Renan, and Froude, among others. Many 
of these figures reappear as interlocutors in “Historical Criticism,” his 1879 submission 
for the Chancellor’s English Essay prize at Oxford, a text that confirms the degree of 
Wilde’s immersion in classical and Anglo-European political philosophy. “Historical Crit-
icism” traces the emergence, between the classical and modern eras, of a positivist phi-
losophy of history defined by empirical observation and a unified set of laws. At the cen-
ter of this philosophy, Wilde discovers what he calls (drawing on Spencer) “the instability 
of pure constitutions,” a principle that grounds his future skepticism about the benefits of 
political integration and cultural assimilation in imperial contexts.  Polybius, De Toc134 -
queville, and especially Montesquieu provide Wilde with reasons to reject—and re-
sources for challenging—the ascendant model of federated constitutional development as 
a solution to the “corrupt heterogeneity” of imperial hierarchy. Wilde’s study of political 
philosophy led him to believe that amplifying the Empire’s corrupt heterogeneity, rather 
 As John Paul Riquelme and Julia Brown have argued, critics have tended to overemphasize Wilde’s 133
debts to and affinities with Pater (see Riquelme, “Oscar Wilde’s Aesthetic Gothic” and “Between Two 
Worlds and Beyond Them”; and Brown, Cosmopolitan Criticism, 3-4.) For example, Ellmann argues that 
Ruskin and Pater’s divergent influences on Wilde are allegorized in Dorian Gray as Basil, the moralistic 
amateur painter that Dorian kills, and Lord Henry, the brilliant aesthete who outlives him (83-90).
 Wilde, “Historical Criticism,” Complete Works, Vol. 4, 39.1.134
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than silencing or harmonizing it, would facilitate individual and collective self-determi-
nation. 
 Political philosophy plays a particularly significant role in the argument of “His-
torical Criticism,” as it allows Wilde to abstract the multiple parts and irregular processes 
of a system of government into discrete, ahistorical entities and forces (“Law,” “the 
state,” “the people,” etc.). Conceptual reification, in other words, makes it possible to tell 
history as the story of a single entity and to generate a vocabulary for describing that enti-
ty’s progress from its founding to its fate, as determined by its own actions and internal 
principles of development. Nonetheless, Wilde identifies a pluralist conception of the 
state as a particularly crucial discovery for historiographic method, because pluralism 
qualifies that tendency toward ahistorical abstraction.  
 Pluralism, Wilde argues, makes it possible to recognize the dynamic differences at 
play in sociopolitical change. The “instability of pure constitutions” is his proto-decadent 
gloss on the possible consequences of the state’s plural character: 
The doctrine of the instability of pure constitutions forms an important era 
in the philosophy of History…. It is a principle, which De Tocqueville 
never wearies of explaining, and which has been subsumed by Mr[.] Her-
bert Spencer under that general Law common to all organic bodies which 
we call the Instability of the Homogenous. The various manifestations of 
this Law as shown in the normal, regular, revolutions and evolutions of the 
different forms of government…are expounded with great clearness by 
Polybius who claim[ed]…that a knowledge of it will enable the impartial 
observer…to discover at any time to what period of its constitutional evo-
lution any particular state has already reached, and to what form it will be 
next differentiated[.] 
68
 Now in this necessarily incomplete account of the Laws of political 
revolutions as expounded by Polybius enough perhaps has been said to 
show what is the true position of Polybius in the rational development of 
the ‘Idea’ which I have called the Philosophy of history, because it is the 
unifying of history.  135
Wilde’s aesthetic preferences at this point (or, perhaps, the political leanings of his audi-
ence at Oxford) entail his emphasis on the “normal, regular” and “unifying” patterns this 
historical perspective makes available, even in the case of “revolutions.” He emphasizes 
historical criticism’s ability to discover continuity within societies (or to compare differ-
ent societies) by analyzing the competing material interests and ideas of government that 
influence them at each particular phase of their development (or interaction). Rather than 
treating the state as a unitary and static object, the critical historian dissects the state into 
its constituent elements and tendencies and can thus provide a comprehensive account of 
its historical development.  
 However, Wilde eventually prioritizes the “impartial” perspective of historical 
criticism. This impartiality is what makes the “unifying” accounts of historical criticism 
not only explanatory of the past but critical of the present, in Wilde’s sense of antagonism 
toward state authorities. For historical criticism presents any particular government’s 
claims to sovereign authority as contingent, subject to higher laws as well as lower influ-
ences that both can be apprehended by an “impartial observer.” Indeed, Wilde grants 
Polybius (c. 200 - c. 118 BCE) such an important place in his account because that Ro-
man philosopher universalized the taxonomies of government developed by Plato and 
 Wilde, “Historical Criticism,” Complete Works, Vol. 4, 39.1-29, emphasis original.135
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Aristotle (e.g., democracy, oligarchy, and tyranny; and aristocracy). Polybius treats these 
categories not as distinct types, embodied in different states, but as principles or tenden-
cies that can be identified within all states. Wilde’s positivist enthusiasm about the “uni-
fying of history” is countered by the decadent implications of this pluralistic theory, 
which culminate in his recognition of mixed government—“Gothic government,” in 
Montesquieu’s phrase—as proof of the state’s pluralistic character and historical contin-
gency. 
 Wilde saw that the plural constitution of the state explains only some aspects of 
its “instability,” which was determined by external as well as internal influences. A sec-
ond intellectual framework thus was crucial to Wilde’s understanding of decadence: 
racial historiography. Beginning in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, European 
intellectuals began to associate Polybius’ universal principles and tendencies of govern-
ment with particular historical and geographical cases, using what Wilde referred to 
broadly as “heredity” to map the classical philosophers’ abstract types onto racial or eth-
nological types.  “Historical Criticism” alludes to this later development of racialized 136
historiography, introducing phrases Wilde eventually would rework (notably in Dorian 
Gray) into a principle of artificial decadence rather than organic continuity: “The princi-
ple of heredity can be exemplified in literature as well as in organic life: Aristotle, Plato, 
 Wilde, “Historical Criticism,” 41.8-11. Cf. Gilbert’s statements in “The Critic as Artist,” in Com136 -
plete Works, Vol. 4: “By revealing the absolute mechanism of all action, and so freeing us from the self-
imposed and trammeling burden of moral responsibility, the scientific principle of Heredity has become, as 
it were, the warrant for contemplative life” (177.4-7); and “[T]he imagination is the result of heredity. It is 
simply concentrated race-experience” (178.9-10).
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and Polybius are the lineal ancestors of Fichte and Hegel, of Vico and Cousin, of Mon-
tesquieu and De Tocqueville.”  Between the two groups of philosophers Wilde men137 -
tions here—between the political philosophy of the ancients and the strands of idealist 
philosophy and ethnological description used to analyze the modern nation-state—lies the 
invention of pre-racial, pre-national modes of “historical sociology” (Kidd) and early 
modern methods of racial historiography (Doyle). The French philosopher and historian 
Montesquieu (1689-1755) was working in this context when he offered his influential 
account of “Gothic government” as an ideal form of government produced, paradoxically, 
from the corrupting “mixture” of races and polities during the final dissolution of the 
Roman Empire.   138
 Tending at times toward the mythical or folkloric, Montesquieu’s historically 
speculative narrative about the origins of Gothic government drew on the arguments of 
seventeenth-century English parliamentarians, notably James Harrington (1611-1677). 
Montesquieu, in turn, influenced Anglophone constitutional history’s valorization of 
“Gothic liberty.”  Both Gothic aesthetics and proto-federal notions of “mixed govern139 -
 Wilde, “Historical Criticism,” 41. The parallel passages in the novel read: “To him, man…bore 137
within itself strange legacies of thought and passion”; “Yet one had ancestors in literature, as well as one’s 
own race” (119, 121).
 Laura Doyle, Freedom’s Empire, ch. 1-3; and Colin Kidd, British Identities Before Nationalism: 138
Ethnicity and Nationhood in the Atlantic World, 1600-1800, 223. For Kidd, race and ethnicity remained less 
important during this period than church and monarchy.
 Kidd, British Identities Before Nationalism, 241, and throughout ch. 9, “Mapping a Gothic Europe,” 139
and ch. 10, “The Varieties of Gothicism in the British Atlantic World, 1689-1800”; Doyle, Freedom’s Em-
pire, 52; Gronthier, Montesquieu and England: Enlightened Exchanges, 1689-1755, 113-116.
71
ment,” which balance liberty and authority by dispersing sovereignty across places and 
peoples, took shape in these intellectual exchanges.  140
 For Montesquieu, early modern Europe’s invention of mixed government origi-
nated in the incursion of Germanic tribes into the Roman Empire. These tribes were “very 
free” before their conquest of portions of the Empire, according to Montesquieu, and they 
retained this characteristic even after they had “dispersed” throughout the regions they 
invaded (167). But what interests Montesquieu are the unexpected effects of the tribes’ 
dispersal:  
When they dispersed during the conquest, they could no longer assemble. 
Nevertheless, the nation had to deliberate on its business as it had done 
before the conquest; it did so by representatives. Here is the origin of 
Gothic government among us. It was at first a mixture of aristocracy and 
monarchy. Its drawback was that the common people were slaves; it was a 
good government that had within itself the capacity to become better. Giv-
ing letters of emancipation became the custom, and soon the civil liberty 
of the people, the prerogatives of the nobility and of the clergy, and the 
power of the kings, were in such concert that there has never been, I be-
lieve, a government on earth as well tempered as that of each part of Eu-
rope during the time that this government continued to exist; and it is re-
markable that the corruption of the government of a conquering people 
should have formed the best kind of government men have been able to 
devise.  141
Gothic government is “remarkable,” for Montesquieu, because its excellence stems from 
an initial act of “corruption” in which opposing elements intermixed: primitive and civi-
 See Ward, “Montesquieu on Federalism and Anglo-Gothic Constitutionalism.” For a concise histor140 -
ical and conceptual exposition of federalism as a variety of mixed government, see Majone, “Federation, 
Confederation, and Mixed Government: A EU-US Comparison.” For a discussion of how ideas about 
mixed government influenced Gothic aesthetics, see Silver, “The Politics of Gothic  Historiography, 
1660-1800.”
 Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws [De l’Esprit des Lois] (1748), 167-168, emphasis added.141
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lized, conquering and conquered, dispersed and centralized. Spread amongst “the people” 
to become “civil liberty,” the freedom of the many (the Germanic tribes) counterbalanced 
the stifling authority of the few (“nobility” and clergy”) and the one (“the kings”). 
 Wilde’s subsequent articulation of decadence follows and surpasses this account 
of Gothic mixed government, extending Montesquieu’s qualified approval of “corrup-
tion” into an emphatic appreciation of the heterogeneity introduced into dominant soci-
eties by the conquered, dispersed, and the politically or culturally suppressed. The “doc-
trine of the instability of pure constitutions” he names in “Historical Criticism” makes 
this corrupting heterogeneity an object of historical study and the key to a properly criti-
cal method of historical explanation. At the same time, Montesquieu’s reference to slav-
ery and emancipation in the above passage primed Wilde’s thinking for the situation he 
encountered later in the federal United States. Bondage and freedom became important 
concepts in Wilde’s critique of federated imperial sovereignty, which he developed fol-
lowing his 1882 encounter with Confederate decadence and the “negative federation of 
racial apartheid. 
*** 
 The understanding of constitutional change Wilde developed as a student, espe-
cially his appreciation of constitutional corruption, influenced his later political and intel-
lectual-aesthetic allegiances. For example, Wilde’s verdict in “Historical Criticism” that 
governments are contingent and constitutions unstable lies behind his typical and more 
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well-known claims, in “The Soul of Man Under Socialism,” that “[a]ll modes of govern-
ment are failures” and that “[t]he form of government that is most suitable to the artist is 
no government at all.”  For these claims convey the decadent understanding of constitu142 -
tional change that motivates Wilde’s decadent individualism and his anarchistic impulses. 
His point in “The Soul of Man” is not that the artist is either atomistically alienated or 
heroically liberated from modern governance. The artist, rather, must challenge govern-
ing authorities by noticing and articulating the forces that would improve or corrupt them. 
By viewing governments (and forms of government) from a broad and detached perspec-
tive, Wilde as an artist can remain attuned to both the ambivalence of imperial sovereign-
ty and the heterogeneity of social interests.  
 To the extent that society does function for Wilde as an organism, “[s]uch an inte-
gral and manifold entity must be judged as a whole from without”—from a cosmopolitan 
perspective, as Julia Brown argues, but also with a decadent attention to contingency and 
 Wilde, “The Soul of Man Under Socialism,” 244.7, 261.3-4. Wilde’s background in political and 142
historical philosophy is evident throughout this later essay, for example in passages discussing the estates 
of government and the journalistic “fourth estate”; his analysis of various forms of government, as well as 
fictional characters and literary audiences, in terms of “the one,” “the many” and “the few”; and his sugges-
tion that “The State is to make what is useful. The individual is to make what is beautiful” (255.9-10; 244 
passim; 246.6-7). Herbert Spenser in particular shows up in his claim that “Individualism…is the point to 
which all development tends. It is the differentiation to which all organisms grow. It is the perfection that is 
inherent in every mode of life, and towards which every mode of life quickens” (263.1-8). Finally, his sym-
pathy for visions of radical “reconstruction” (rather than reform) leads to his embrace of modernization as a 
process of rationalization producing freedom: “Christ did not revolt against authority…. He had, as I said 
before, no scheme for the reconstruction of society. But the modern world has schemes…. What it aims at 
is an Individualism expressing itself through joy” (267.12-20). Wilde’s argument, in sum, reverses the nor-
mative relationship between the state and the arts. For him, it is art rather than the state that is a (potential-
ly) legitimate instrument of authority: “The work of art is to dominate the spectator…. [T]he new work of 
art is beautiful by being what Art has never been…. The moment [the spectator] seeks to exercise authority 
he becomes the avowed enemy of Art and of himself. Art does not mind. It is he [the spectactor] who suf-
fers” (258-259 passim). For Wilde, in other words, the state will wither away not when socialism is institut-
ed but when individuals give themselves over to aesthetic experience.
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contradiction.  The artist, and especially the cosmopolitan artist, can deliver a detached 143
view of the social whole because, like critical history’s reliance on its own methods and 
categories, art’s interests lie in a sphere of activity only indirectly determined by politics. 
The constraints the artist navigates—conventions, precedents, rivalries—follow their own 
logic and chronology of development (and decay). Wilde’s criticism, fiction, and occa-
sional political commentary cultivate this detached perspective of the artist-historian, 
specifically, by subjecting the ideal of an integrated Hellenic modernity to the centrifugal 
logic of Gothic heterogeneity. 
 Though the example of Hellenic modernity eventually proved inadequate for ar-
ticulating his aesthetic interests and negotiating his position as a cosmopolitan Irish sub-
ject of the British Empire, Wilde’s attraction to it was significant and enduring. Following 
his introduction to ancient Greece under the distinguished classicist J. P. Mahaffy 
(1839-1919), his tutor and mentor at Trinity and subsequently his guide on an early visit 
to Greece, Wilde was plunged into the world of Oxford Hellenism.  As the editor of 144
Wilde’s collected criticism explains: “The alleged modernity of ancient Greek culture, 
and its relevance to contemporary life, had been a key element in the revival of Greek 
 Julia Prewitt Brown, Cosmopolitan Criticism, 49.143
 In Mahaffy’s first book on ancient Greece, Social Life in Greece from Homer to Menander (1874), 144
which included a rare (at the time) discussion of pederasty, he acknowledged “improvements and correc-
tions” made by Wilde and another Trinity student: “One can only speculate as to these improvements,” 
Richard Ellmann writes, “but a remark about the unnaturalness of homosexuality sounds distinctly more 
like Wilde than like Mahaffy: ‘As to the epithet unnatural, the Greeks would answer probably, that all civil-
isation was unnatural.’ Mahaffy quickly recognized that he had gone too far. When a second edition ap-
peared the year after, he dropped the pages about homosexual love. He also omitted the acknowledgment to 
his two pupils, perhaps feeling that it was beneath his dignity to be assisted by such young men” (29).
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studies undertaken by Benjamin Jowett, Professor of Greek and Master of Balliol Col-
lege, and an immensely powerful figure in Oxford politics in the late 1870s when Wilde 
was an undergraduate.”  Oxford Hellenism’s influence is evident in “Historical Criti145 -
cism,” where Wilde sides with the Greeks over the medieval influences favored by John 
Ruskin: “The only spirit which is entirely removed from us is the mediaeval: the Greek 
spirit is essentially modern…Across the drear waste of a thousand years the Greek and 
the modern spirit join hands” (67). Such sentiments align Wilde with the tradition of crit-
ical commentary on Hellenic modernity extending from Matthew Arnold’s “The Modern 
Element in Literature” (1857) to W. H. Auden’s “The Greeks and Us” (1948).  146
 That tradition was represented compellingly for Wilde by Walter Pater, whose in-
fluential volume of criticism, Studies in the History of the Renaissance (1873), presented 
the Greek spirit as a source of “intellectual light” presiding over the birth of “the modern 
spirit” in Renaissance Europe.  For Pater, Hellenism was a resource for the renewal of 147
“aesthetic criticism” based on an appreciation of the achievements of early modern Italy, 
which was the “consummate type” of an artistic and ethical attitude inspired by classical 
 Josephine Guy, introduction to Wilde, Criticism, xxi. Cf. Frank M. Turner, The Greek Heritage in 145
Victorian Britain (New Haven: Yale UP, 1981); and Linda Dowling, Hellenism and Homosexuality in Vic-
torian Oxford (London: Cornell UP, 1994).
 Arnold, “On the Modern Element in Literature” (1857), in Essays (1869); Auden, “The Greeks and 146
Us” (The Portable Greek Reader, 1948), rpt. Forewords and Afterwords, 3-32.
 Pater, Studies in the History of the Renaissance (hereafter The Renaissance), 93.147
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culture.  He describes the challenge posed to classical “self-culture” by the complexities 148
of modern life: 
Certainly for us of the modern world, with its conflicting claims, entan-
gled interests, distracted by so many sorrows, so many preoccupations, so 
bewildering an experience, the problem of unity with ourselves in 
blitheness and repose, is far harder than it was for the Greek within the 
simple terms of antique life. Yet, not less than ever, the intellect demands 
centrality…. The demand of the intellect is to feel itself alive. It is to see 
into the laws, the operation, the intellectual reward of every divided form 
of culture…  149
In the Victorian era, though, Hellenism also involved one’s attitudes toward imperial his-
tory and politics. This imperial dimension likely contributed to Wilde’s eventual distanc-
ing of himself from Pater’s English brand of Hellenic aestheticism, with its emphases on 
“unity” and “centrality.”  This distancing is paralleled and clarified in Wilde’s dis150 -
agreement and eventual break with the Anglo-Irish Mahaffy over the latter’s use of an-
cient Greek history to promote British imperial federalism and criticize Irish nationalism. 
 Pater, The Renaissance, 3, 6.148
 Pater, The Renaissance, 115-116. In his “Imaginary Portrait. A Child in the House” (1878/1895), 149
Pater contrasts a sensitive young child’s “sense of self-possession” (5), which derives from his “inclosed” 
and “sealed” house in the English countryside (6), with the dangerous influences of outside places such as 
India, where his father dies on military deployment (11). This combination of insularity (“this assured 
place… [and] the child’s assured soul which resembled it”) and vulnerability to things “floating in from the 
larger world without, as at windows lefts ajar unknowingly,” produce in the boy “two streams of impres-
sions…the growth of an almost diseased sensibility to the spectacle of suffering, and, parallel with this, the 
rapid growth of a certain capacity of fascination by bright colour and choice form—the sweet curbings, for 
instance, of the lips of those who seemed to him comely persons...” (6).
 For a helpful overview of Hellenism’s relation to British imperial ideology, see Kumar, “Greece and 150
Rome in the British Empire: Contrasting Role Models.”
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 From early on, Wilde entertained contradictory conclusions about what his 
teacher describes as “the living, various, complicated unity of Hellenistic imperialism.”  151
On one hand, a digression in “Historical Criticism” endorses the conclusion that Greek 
unification was the prototype of and precursor to imperial federalism in his own age:  
For Aristotle like all Greek thinkers found his ideal within the walls of the 
[polis]: yet perhaps in his remark that a united Greece would rule the 
world we may discern some anticipation of that ‘Federal union of Free 
states into one consolidated Empire’ which more than the [polis] is to our 
eyes the ultimately perfect polity.  152
On the other hand, his essay fragment “Hellenism” (c. 1877), from two years prior, ques-
tions the lesson to be learned from the Greek example. Wilde enumerates the points of 
heredity, culture, language, and religion responsible for “a great unity of spirit among all 
these various peoples [of the city-states]” but then notes that “these elements of union…
only bound the Greeks together in common feelings and sentiment: they never produced 
any political union, for one of the fundamental notions of the Greek mind was the inde-
pendence of sovereignty of each city.”  Praising federal consolidation in one essay as 153
the form of “the ultimately perfect polity,” Wilde calls attention in his other essay to the 
limitations imposed on that form by the “fundamental” notion of sovereign independence 
 Mahaffy, Greek Life and Thought, 578. On Wilde’s relationship with and later break with Mahaffy, 151
see Ross, Oscar Wilde and Ancient Greece, 22-34, 127-143.
 Wilde, “Historical Criticism,” 25. In his Politics, Aristotle suggested that in contrast to the spirited 152
but witless Europeans and the intelligent but spiritless Asians, “the Hellenic race… [is] intermediate in 
character, being high-spirited and also intelligent. Hence it continues free, and is the best-governed of any 
nation, and, if it could be formed into one state, would be able to rule the world” (7.6.1). Though it parallels 
many contemporaneous discussions of federal union, the phrase Wilde places in quotes has not been identi-
fied in any particular source.
 Oscar Wilde, “Hellenism,” 36, 38.153
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amongst individual political units. Just as Wilde extended Montesquieu’s qualified praise 
of Gothic influences on mixed constitutions into an anti-imperial cultural politics, he 
would come to identify sectional autonomy (the freedom of constituent parts) as a ful-
crum for unmaking or remaking federal authority from within. 
 Perhaps alluding to Mahaffy’s views, Wilde goes on to suggest in “Hellenism” 
that scholars had “often” characterized the Greek love of independence as a “selfish feel-
ing of exclusive Patriotism” prompted by antagonism with their Macedonian and Roman 
conquerors. Wilde cautiously but emphatically disagrees with such characterizations: 
“Yet I think this intense individuality, if one might use the term, of each city saved the 
Greeks from the mediocre sameness of thought and feeling which always seems to exist 
in the cities of great empires.”  Referring to the “cities” of empires, in general (rather 154
than their capital cities, in particular), Wilde subtly establishes a comparative framework 
for his defense of “intense individuality” in ancient Greece that would enable analysis of, 
for example, the differences between modern London and modern Dublin (or New York 
and New Orleans). Though this early essay does not spell out the implications of this 
comparative history for Wilde’s own age, it presages his later criticism of Mahaffy’s 
 Wilde, “Hellenism,” 38. As an example of such “mediocre sameness,” Wilde cites and describes at 154
length (in the remainder of the essay fragment) “[t]he peculiar constitution of Sparta” (39), which com-
bined the rule of a “close oligarchy” similar to the Venetian constitution with a pervasive and ascetic mili-
tarism (41): 
The general effect of the political constitution of Sparta was to produce a great monotony and 
sameness of character among their citizens, and to crush all personal individuality. Michelle styles 
the system a sublime monstrosity, and insists that their institutions were nothing better than the 
habits of ordinary savages and barbarians. It is impossible however to look without admiration on 
a people who willingly subjected themselves to a terrible system of self-denial and hardship, and 
who tyrannized over themselves that they might be the better able to tyrannize over others. (42)
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views of both Hellenistic and British imperialism; their later writing would clarify the 
presence of British imperialism and Irish nationalism as subtexts in their discussions of 
ancient Greek history, politics, and culture. 
 Mahaffy’s prodigious career began with studies of Immanuel Kant and ended with 
a decade of influential research on ancient Egypt. The central and most substantial phase 
of his career, though, lasting from 1874 to 1892, focused on the history and literature of 
ancient Greece and developed a polemic about the importance of later Greek history, in 
particular, for understanding the history and future of the British Empire.  Using ancient 155
Greek history to understand events in Victorian Britain was not Mahaffy’s invention; 
such comparative analysis of the empires had been a notable feature of George Grote’s 
twelve-volume History of Greece (1846-1856), which had established Oxford Hellenism 
as a field of study and framework for historical and cultural analysis. Mahaffy’s preface 
to Greek Life and Thought (1887) notes this blending of political opinions and scholarly 
interests in Grote, before offering his own corrective recommendations about what the 
modern world should learn from ancient Greece: 
Grote was a radical and a democrat, and composed his great political 
pamphlet in twelve volumes to show the splendors of republican govern-
ment. Hence he could only traduce Alexander the Great, and turn with in-
dignant disgust from the later politics of the petty states of Greece. He had 
not heart to comprehend the splendour of intelligent monarchy, or the wis-
dom of federations.  156
 This phase began with the publication of Social Life in Greece from Homer to Menander (1874) and 155
accelerated with the release of his four-volume History of Classical Greek Literature (1880).
 Mahaffy, Greek Life and Thought, xxxvi.156
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In Mahaffy’s view, Grote’s decision to ignore the latter half of Greek history had ob-
scured Greece's true contribution to the modern world: the idea of federalism.  Subse157 -
quent historians, though, had recovered that idea:  “Mr. Freeman has shown, in his mas-
terly history of the later Greek Federations [History of Federal Government from the 
Foundation of the Archaian League to the disruption of the United States], how one of 
the most fruitful ideas of modern politics was then first adopted.”  With federalism as 158
the key to understanding both “the multiform politics of Hellenism” and Hellenism’s rel-
evance to the modern era, Mahaffy could raise the stakes of his own scholarship, inter-
spersing it with his own political commentary while simultaneously using the interest in 
Hellenic federalism to recover Stoicism, Epicureanism, and Scepticism from the “silver 
age of Greek literature.”   159
 He writes: “his [Grote’s] great book dominated our studies, and the smaller handbooks have 157
abridged Grote and not Thirlwall, and wind up the history of Greece with the close, not of its philosophical 
and artistic, but of its political and literary supremacy, overlooking the fact that the apparent political death 
of Greece meant only its absorption into larger systems, and its entry into the wider stream of the world’s 
history” (Greek Life and Thought, xxxvi).
 Mahaffy, Greek Life and Thought, xxxvii. Also on federation, cf. 331-332, 366, 577. On whether 158
members of the Achean League, a Confederacy “united voluntarily for attack and defence” (181), could 
voluntarily withdraw, Mahaffy compares the Greek case to more recent examples: “To the Greeks, at all 
events, it seemed that the right of autonomy—the power to manage one's own affairs—was the inalienable 
right of every city; just as the Irish Nationalists may be heard daily asserting it for every nation…. In our 
own youth we heard this right far more seriously urged by the seceding States of the American Union…” 
(182).
 Mahaffy, Greek Life and Thought, xxxiii. Though they arrive at different conclusions, Mahaffy like 159
Wilde rejects purity as a term of historical analysis: “But after the conquest of Greece by Mummius, Greece 
as a living moment in the world’s history is forgotten. Philippi, Pharsalia, and Actium might as well have 
been fought in Asia or in Spain, and the literary activity of the Greeks under the Empire is rather avoided 
than neglected by modern Hellenists. For there is a notion abroad among the ‘pure scholars’, as they are 
pleased to call themselves, that the study of any but the gold age of Greek literature is a contamination of 
their spotless Atticism” (xxxiv). Cf. Mahaffy, The Greek World Under Roman Sway (1890).
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 Mahaffy’s reference above to “the wisdom of federations” and his praise of “the 
living, various, complicated unity of Hellenistic imperialism” later in the same volume 
suggest the direction that his criticism of Grote would take in subsequent studies. His 
1892 volume, Problems in Greek History, returns to Grote’s inattention to late Hellenic 
culture in order to emphasize its implications for modern readers: “As regards the subse-
quent history, which embraces the all-important development of federal government 
throughout Greece, he [Grote] does not condescend to treat it at all. His great work is 
therefore incomplete in plan, and stops before the proper conclusion of his subject.”  160
Mahaffy compensates for this oversight in Chapter IX, “Post-Alexandrian Greece” (pp. 
168-186), where he comes to “the feature of all others [most] interesting to modern read-
ers,—I mean the experiment of a federation of small States, with separate legislatures for 
internal affairs, but a central council to manage the external policy and the common inter-
ests of all the members.” Here Mahaffy describes federation as a solution emerging in the 
smaller Greek city-states amidst a process of decline: “This form of polity was not quite 
new in Greece or Asia Minor, but had remained obscure and unnoticed in earlier and 
more brilliant times.”  161
 Federation here is a solution to external pressures as well as internal ones, though 
the solution is overshadowed ultimately by Sparta’s militaristic monarchy under 
Cleomenes, then Macedonia, and finally Rome. Mahaffy’s characterization of the ancient 
 Mahaffy, Problems in Greek History, 21.160
 Mahaffy, Problems in Greek History, 175-176.161
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geopolitical situation mirrors anxieties expressed by his contemporaries (notably John 
Seeley) about competition from Russia and the United States: “We may therefore fairly 
attribute to the opening years of the third century B.C. its discovery as an important and 
practical solution of the difficulty of maintaining small States in their autonomy or inde-
pendence as regards both one another and the great Powers which threatened to absorb 
them.”  Ancient Greece’s discovery of federalism as a solution to both internal disarray 162
and external competition thus becomes a central proof of the Hellenic world’s modernity 
and of its relevance to later innovations in government: “Such were the profoundly inter-
esting and thoroughly modern problems which agitated the minds of men in post-Alexan-
drian Greece…. All these questions must have agitated the minds of the founders of the 
Swiss Union and the American Union, for the problems remain the same, however na-
tions may wax and wane.”  Mahaffy’s own entrance into politics came after the 1916 163
Easter Rising, when as provost of Trinity he participated in the 1917-1918 Irish Conven-
tion called by prime minister David Lloyd George. Unsurprisingly given his views on 
Greek history, Mahaffy backed federal proposals at the Convention.  164
 Mahaffy’s endorsement of “Hellenistic imperialism” aligned him with the grow-
ing number of mainstream British commentators who saw in Greek federation a type of 
decentralized imperial state apt for managing the expanding British state and securing its 
 Mahaffy, Problems in Greek History, ibid.162
 Mahaffy, Problems in Greek History, 185.163
 William Stanford and Robert McDowell, Mahaffy: A Biography of an Anglo-Irishman, 237.164
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place on the global stage alongside Russia and the United States.   Likewise for schol165 -
ars whose central questions were political and constitutional, the Greek example (espe-
cially the later Achaean League discussed by Mahaffy) was seen as the point of origin for 
modern federalisms. The historical narrative that interested them is summarized in the 
title of Edward Freeman’s History of the Federal Government from the Foundation of the 
Archaian League to the disruption of the United States (1863). Although Freeman himself 
opposed the movement for British imperial federation,  accounts such as his ensured 166
that Greek federation would be celebrated in the twentieth century, for example in the 
1911 Encyclopedia Brittanica entry for the Achaean League: “[I]t is the glory of the 
Achaean league to have combined city autonomy with an organized central administra-
tion, and in this way to have postponed the entire destruction of Greek liberty for over a 
century.”  Such understandings of “the Greek commonwealth,” in turn, influenced sup167 -
porters of the British Commonwealth and the League of Nations in the first decades of 
the twentieth century. Alfred Zimmern, for example, used the Greek example to promote 
 For an overview, see in addition to Bell, The Idea of Greater Britain, and Kumar, “Greece and 165
Rome in the British Empire: Contrasting Role Models.”
 Bell, The Idea of Greater Britain, 222-223.166
 “Achaean League.” [M.O.B.C., or Maximillian Otto Bismarck Caspari.] Enclyclopaedia Brittanica, 167
Vol. 1 (1911), 141. In contrast to Mahaffy, the entry interprets the League as a federal arrangement: “Aratus 
probably also organized the new federal constitution, the character of which, owing to the scanty and 
somewhat perplexing nature of our evidence, we can only approximately determine. The league embraced 
an indefinite number of city-states which maintained their internal independence practically undiminished, 
and through their several magistrates, assemblies and law-courts exercised all traditional powers of self-
government. Only in matters of foreign politics and war was their competence restricted.  
The central government, like that of the constituent cities, was of a democratic cast.”
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the Commonwealth and the League as interlocking projects for “preserv[ing] and [ex-
tending] British influence.”  168
 By drawing connections between post-Alexandrian Greece and modern politics, 
Mahaffy meant ultimately to offer his own age a warning as much as a solution. Entitled 
“The Importation of Hellenism to Rome,” and with a page heading, “Modern reaction 
against imperialism,” Mahaffy’s chapter describes how Hellenistic imperialism “had been 
succeeded by a hard, dead, unsympathetic power, which could not assimilate without 
crushing, or assist without patronising.” He cautions against a similar outcome for British 
imperialism: 
If England now administered her empire excessively and confessedly for 
the enriching of nobles and merchants in London, for the support of idle-
ness of the London poor, we should have conditions approaching those of 
Rome and her subjects. 
 But I will not proceed further. This great and still-vexed problem is 
introduced to show the reader that in one more instance he may study the 
new in the old—modern theories in bygone examples.  169
Though the analogy between imperialisms is meant to stress the wisdom of ancient 
Greece’s federal example, it leads Mahaffy toward an unsettling perspective on the impe-
rial constitution—a perspective he declines to explore further. 
 Where Mahaffy leaves off, at the “great and still-vexed problem” of colonial ad-
ministration and metropolitan exploitation, Wilde steps in: the divergence between their 
 Alfred Zimmern, The Greek Commonwealth (1911); described as such by Mazower, No Enchanted 168
Palace: The End of Empire and the Ideological Origins of the United Nations, 86.
 Mahaffy, Problems in Greek History, 577-578.169
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positions is evident in the latter’s anonymous review of Greek Life and Thought, pub-
lished in The Pall Mall Gazette. In it, Wilde excoriates Mahaffy for rewriting history in 
service to partisan views of the present, mocking that “since Mr. Balfour has been carica-
tured [in United Ireland], Greek history must be entirely re-written! This is the pass to 
which the distinguished professor of a distinguished university has been brought.”  He 170
suggests that the book would be of interest only to “Paper-Unionists,” a label popularized 
by William Gladstone the year prior to describe those opposed to his first Irish Home 
Rule Bill (1886).  For Gladstone, the problem that his opponents were unwilling to con171 -
front was the disparity between official representations (on paper) of the Anglo-Irish rela-
tionship and its actual conditions. 
 Wilde made a similar point about the disparity between language and reality in 
The Important of Being Earnest (1895), which cites “Liberal Unionist” (i.e., opponent to 
Irish Home Rule) as one of the many doubled and duplicitous aspects of its protagonist’s 
identity. When Lady Bracknell inquires about his political leanings, John “Jack” Wor-
thing replies: “Well, I am afraid I really have none. I am a Liberal Unionist.”  Her re172 -
sponse underlines the incoherence of his reformist-reactionary position—and its superfi-
 Oscar Wilde, “Mr. Mahaffy’s New Book,” 211.170
 Gladstone applied the label to both Tory defenders of the status quo and Irish nationalists (“seced171 -
ers”): “Our opponents, gentlemen, whether Tories or seceders, have assumed the name of Unionists. I deny 
their title to it. In intention, indeed, we are all Unionists alike, but the Union, which they refuse to modify, 
is in its present shape a paper Union, obtained by force and fraud, and never sanctioned or accepted by the 
Irish nation. They are not Unionists, but paper-Unionists. True union is to be tested by the sentiments of the 
human beings united. Tried by this criterion, we have less union between Great Britain and Ireland now 
than we had under the settlement of 1782” (81).
 Oscar Wide, The Importance of Being Earnest, 266.172
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ciality—by noting the contradiction between its constitutive terms, which cancel one an-
other and render the phrase socially meaningless: “Oh, they count as Tories. They dine 
with us. Or come in the evening, at any rate.”  Unlike Wilde’s decadent contradictions, 173
which lead to the differentiation of ideas and identities, Jack Worthing’s liberal unionism 
consolidates a dominant social class, masking its support of centralized political order 
and the status quo behind a shallow endorsement of liberal reforms. 
 Wilde’s review of Greek Life and Thought adds substance to its sarcastic critique 
by noting the inconsistencies of Mahaffy's approach. He uses his former teacher’s own 
words to rebut the claim that Greek patriotism was a detrimental influence on Hellenic 
culture requiring suppression:  
In spite of his sneers at the provinciality of national feeling and his vague 
panegyrics on cosmopolitan culture, he…cannot help expressing his regret 
that the better classes among the Greek communities were so entirely de-
void of public spirit that they squandered ‘as ideal absentees, or still idler 
residents, the time and means given them to benefit their country,’ and 
failed to recognise their opportunity of founding a Hellenic Federal Em-
pire…. Even when he comes to deal with art, he cannot help admitting that 
the noblest sculpture of the time was that which expressed the spirit of the 
first great national struggle.  174
Clarifying tendencies expressed in his student essays, Wilde here moves away from his 
earlier praise of federally consolidated empire and escalates his defense of national patri-
otism as “intense individuality,” associated now with commitment to a “struggle” that 
inspires cultural excellence.  
 Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest, 266.173
 Wilde, “Mr. Mahaffy’s New Book,” 211-212.174
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 The review’s coup de grâce comes when Wilde turns the tables, associating the 
advocate of imperial cosmopolitanism with a limited view of history: “With all his pas-
sion for imperialism, there is something about Mr. Mahaffy that is, if not parochial, at 
least provincial.”  Wilde belittles his former teacher not to ridicule parochialism or 175
provincialism per se but to provincialize the false universalism of his pro-imperial posi-
tion. It points out the irony of Mahaffy’s denigration of “national struggle,” when in fact 
a keener sense of patriotic individuality would allow the Anglo-Irish classicist to over-
come his fawning imperial partisanship and so develop a truly cosmopolitan perspective 
on national struggles. 
 Wilde found an alternative to “consolidated” forms of Hellenism in the Gothic 
revivalism that also was prominent during the late nineteenth century (though Gothic lit-
erary conventions were themselves subject to his parody in, for example, “The Canter-
ville Ghost”). In essays such as “The Nature of the Gothic” (1853), John Ruskin had de-
scribed Gothic architecture as the product of a particular political tendency toward “rude 
and wild” freedom, expressed in the medieval craftsman’s relationship to his art and his 
guild.  Ruskin praised the deformed and idiosyncratic aesthetic features generated by 176
the medieval craftsman’s freedom from direct oversight and overly rigid planning. In 
place of the soul-enslaving pursuit of perfection and order, Gothic art embodied an alter-
native to “the great civilized invention of the division of labour,” which produced indi-
 Wilde, “Mr. Mahaffy’s New Book,” 115.175
 Ruskin, “The Nature of Gothic,” in Stones of Venice, Vol. 2 (1853), rpt. Selected Writings, 36.176
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vidual labourers who, Ruskin notes ironically, themselves were “[d]ivided into mere 
segments of men—broken into small fragments and crumbs of life.”  In praising the 177
“savageness,” “changefulness,” and other defining characteristics of the Gothic, Ruskin 
distinguished between “a healthy and a diseased love of change,” as well as between “the 
playful [and] the terrible grotesque.”  And in elevating the healthy changefulness and 178
playful grotesquery of individual development over the monotony of civilizational order, 
Ruskin translated the politics and mythologies of a republican “Anglo-Gothic constitu-
tionalism,” as Lee Ward terms Montesquieu’s influence, into a philosophy of art. 
 Wilde’s decadent Gothic aesthetic extends Ruskin’s complaint about the division 
of labour to imperial scale, with differences of class, race, and nation supplanting the 
alienation of individual laborers as a source of constitutional tension. At the same time, 
Wilde decadently reverses or conflates Ruskin’s categories of “healthy” and “diseased,” 
“playful” and “terrible,” examining grotesque change not only as a symptom of civiliza-
tional constraints and oppressions, to be ameliorated by limited concessions to individual 
autonomy, but as a symbol of the potential for a disruptive and detached freedom. In 
short, Ruskin’s republican recuperation of primitive Gothic liberty provided Wilde with 
an alternative to the loose authority of Hellenic imperialism, with its diverse and complex 
parts integrated and assimilated—if not wholly fused—under a central guiding force or 
spirit.  
 Ruskin, “The Nature of Gothic,” 43.177
 Ruskin, “The Nature of Gothic,” 35, 53; Ruskin, “Grotesque Renaissance,” in Stones of Venice, Vol. 178
3 (1853), rpt. Selected Writings, 67.
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 Sean Silver describes the ease with which terms and concepts from the republican 
tradition of Gothic historiography could be transferred from political discourse to the 
domain of aesthetics and culture. He paraphrases Richard Hurd’s eighteenth-century 
praise of “the Feudal Constitution” as a work of art that inspired new, Gothicized aesthet-
ic norms: 
As a general articulation of a distributed, more democratically equal sys-
tem of power, the Gothic emerged as a revived alternative to the art, archi-
tecture and even literary genres of centralized monarchy…This paradoxi-
cal twist [of unity resulting from deformity] is, of course, the familiar sig-
nature of the Gothic: the uniformity arising from diversity, the various in-
terests compounded into one temperature. From the political to the aes-
thetic, the route could be surprisingly direct[.]  179
Wilde’s strong claims about the autonomy of the artist and his praise of individuality 
translate this paradoxical “signature” of the Gothic into a decadent idiom: no longer part 
of a local guild, the artist acts as a decentralizing and disruptive influence on society at 
large by remaking the conventions that govern art and language. The artist’s freedom 
Gothicizes the integrated complexity of a Hellenic modernity; Dorian Gray, for example, 
transforms Pater’s metaphor of modernity’s crystalline aesthetic experiences into an ac-
cessory of religious and metropolitan excess: “coloured crystals” and “round” ones adorn 
 Sean Silver, “The Politics of Gothic Historiography, 1660-1800,” 8. Silver traces the Gothic as a 179
cultural form to the constitutional history of Nathaniel Bacon (1593-1660), which popularized the myth that 
Anglo-Saxon republican institutions originated in Gothic influence. It was later under the influence of sta-
dial historiography (which conceived history as a predictable pattern of cultural development and decline) 
that Richard Hurd (1720-1808) attached this racialized political history to nonclassical traditions of me-
dieval architecture and chivalric romance.
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the ecclesiastical vestments Dorian collects, his opium box, and finally the rings on his 
dead fingers.   180
 Wilde’s idiosyncrasies of style and taste introduce the free play of heterogeneous 
elements into all levels of his work: “the unity of the book,” as Bourget characterizes 
decadent style, “breaks down to make place for the independence of the page, in which 
the page breaks down to make place for the independence of the sentence and in which 
the sentence breaks down to make place for the independence of the word.”   Like the 181
“revolution of the word” described a half century later in Eugene Jolas’ modernist mani-
festo, Wilde's decadence begins rather than ends with the independence of the word, us-
ing the contingency of words and the freedom of the individual artist to challenge both 
artistic and social conventions. His decadent method and the style they produce exercise 
“the imagination…autonomous and unconfined,” in the words of Jolas’ manifesto, and 
contribute to “the projection of a metamorphosis of reality.”  182
 When Wilde’s own historical criticism failed to secure him a position at Oxford, 
he shifted his attention from reason and science to art and culture. Nonetheless, he re-
tained positivism's “organic analogy” between biological and social organisms, which 
 Wilde, Dorian Gray180
 Bourget, “Baudelaire,” 23.181
 Eugene Jolas, Kay Boyle, et al., “Revolution of the Word” (1929), transition 16-17 (June 1929): 182
n.p.
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allowed him to cast himself and his fictional characters as emblems of society at large.  183
Retaining the analogy also allowed him to argue that art (and the art of criticism), like 
historical criticism, could contribute significantly to the processes of individuation and 
differentiation that, according to Spencer and Comte, drove evolutionary progress. For 
like the historian, the artist not only observes reality and posits fact about it but conveys a 
sense of the complex and competing differences that transform one era or polity into an-
other. Art is not determined, in other words, by a casual chain extending linearly across 
time and space; rather, it assembles and refines past subjects, styles, genres, and conven-
tions according to its own particularly varied criteria of order and value. The artist be-
comes an agent of historical description and social transformation when his particular ap-
prehension of historical complexities yields a new position, yet another degree of com-
plex difference in the present moment. 
 “The truth is rarely pure and never simple,” Algernon says in The Importance of 
Being Earnest, “[and] if it were either…modern literature [would be] a complete impos-
sibility.”  As this aphorism indicates, Wilde’s later writing continues to play with posi184 -
tivism’s hypothesis that individuation and differentiation are principles of progress. In 
this case, lack of purity and simplicity, rather than integral hierarchy, becomes an aesthet-
ic criterion defining the conditions of possibility for “modern literature.” In its many iter-
ations, Wildean decadence repeatedly demonstrates this paradoxical denouement of posi-
 Haley, “Wilde’s ‘Decadence’,” 222. Wilde records in his notebook: “the social organism resembles 183
the bodily organism…not the individual, but the generic type” (164).
 Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest, 258.184
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tivist observation and generalization: that the recognition of heterogeneity precedes the 
articulation of “modern” as a descriptive category and persists alongside it, a reminder of 
what the category excludes or attempts to subsume under a synthetic formulation (“alter-
native modernity,” “global modernity,” etc.). Wilde’s own contributions to “modern liter-
ature” found new conditions of possibility in the regional and social differences he en-
countered in the United States, and in the figures of individuation they lent his own life 
and public image. With his departure for New York in 1882, Wilde’s path from positivist 
historicism to Gothic decadence crossed the Atlantic threshold that Doyle identifies as an 
archetype in modern myths about race and freedom. Wilde encountered the racialized 
character of liberal federalism as his own heterogeneous identity was rendered simulta-
neously modern and primitive, superior and degenerate, free and unfree. 
III. A Decadent Turn in the South: “Rise and Fall of a ‘Vera’ Wilde Aesthete” 
 Wilde’s popular reception during the 1882 North American lecture tour intensified 
for him the conceptual divergence between Hellenic integration and Gothic heterogeneity. 
Even as metropolitan reformers embraced the former as a preferred model for political 
and cultural modernization, Wilde began to recognize racialized heterogeneity as the Hel-
lenic ideal’s contradictory supplement, at once necessary and antithetical to the vision of 
an intelligible, imperially ordered complexity. Most significantly, his encounter with the 
nationalist ethos of the Irish diaspora enlivened his identification as an anti-imperial Irish 
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republican,  a position he considered analogous to that of the Confederate states during 185
the U.S. civil war. But there in “the new ‘multi-cultural’ world of settler-colonial society,” 
Wilde also confronted examples of regional stagnation and violent racial subordination 
that exposed the racialized character of Atlantic modernity and its uneven distribution of 
affiliations and exclusions under liberal federalism’s emerging constitutional contours.  186
He sardonically identified slavery as a prerequisite for modern liberties and, comparing 
the United States to the British Empire, praised Confederate secession as a response to 
centralized imperial sovereignty. While contributing to his own intellectual and political 
transformation, Wilde’s changing stances and opinions also spurred the reproduction of 
his image according to the logic of negative federation, or racial apartheid. Embodying 
both modern sophistication and racialized abjection, Wilde produced a heterogeneous ar-
ray of precedents for later practitioners of decadent individualism. 
 Several aspects of Wilde’s encounter come into clearer focus when viewed along-
side the experiences of a later transatlantic visitor. Writing a little more than a century 
after the 1882 tour, V. S. Naipaul begins and ends his travel memoir, A Turn in the South 
(1989), by sounding formulaic notes about the South’s comfortable beauty and its ac-
quaintance with crushing defeat. The book’s prologue, “Down Home: A Landscape of 
Small Ruins,” explores the unique configurations of home and community Naipaul as-
sociates (or thinks his readers will associate) with “the South.” Amidst these regional 
 Ellmann, 195-196.185
 Fletcher, "The Soul of Man Under Imperialism: Oscar Wilde, Race, and Empire,” 336.186
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commonplaces, the prologue’s opening anecdote subtly observes the mundane demo-
graphic markers that signal the South’s particular history and internal divisions. “You see 
how the South begins,” Naipaul’s friend and tour guide explains, continuing in the next 
sentence: “More black people here, on the plane” (3-4). His friend's statement briefly 
centers attention on the presence of black bodies, placing the region’s modernized present 
(a desegregated commercial airliner) in apposition with its origins in a system of racial-
ized slavery (“see how the South begins”).  
 Naipaul recalls these origins repeatedly, and in similarly ambiguous juxtaposi-
tions, throughout his tours and conversations, until the book’s final paragraphs return in 
equally understated style to similar themes of home, ruin, and race. Naipaul’s conclusion 
expresses an appreciation for southerners’ attitudes toward history—“that sense of a spe-
cial past, the past as a wound” (306)—which becomes the basis for his identification with 
them. Naipaul had traced the origins and effects of a similar historical experience in his 
previous travel memoir, India: A Wounded Civilization (1976). In the “Deep South” 
(131), which he notes produced indigo (“Indian” dye) for Britain even before India was 
“in the picture” as a piece of the Empire’s “colonial wealth” (90), Naipaul finds a familiar 
combination of nostalgia and trauma.  
 Heading back north toward New York City at the book’s close, Naipaul finds even 
in central Virginia the return of “history as celebration” and explains that already he 
“missed” the more tragic southern view of history (306). The contrasting attitudes inspire 
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in his book’s final, open-ended paragraph an ambiguously personal statement of identifi-
cation with the South, its peculiar past and its contemporary demographics: 
 I had been living until then—and this perhaps had made the people 
of the South or Southeast so congenial to me—with people coming to 
terms with a more desperate kind of New World history, and a poorer land 
reflecting this history—the history that, in his poem “Southern Voices,” 
Jim Applewhite writes of as “defeat,” putting that word in italics, the de-
feat that he hears in Southern speech: 
This colorless tone, like flour 
Patted onto the cheeks, is poor-white powder 
To disguise the minstrel syllables lower 
In our register, from a brownface river. 
The deictic ambiguity of Naipaul’s statement leaves it for the reader to decide the scope 
of his autobiographical retrospect  (“I had been living until then”). Does it apply only to 
the time of the journey described in the memoir? Or does it also include earlier portions 
of his life, in other histories and other lands? The same ambiguity accompanies Naipaul’s 
interjected explanation of what “had made the people…so congenial to me.” Does his 
interjection suggest that southerners behaved congenially toward Naipaul because of their 
history? Or is the passage confiding that Southerners seemed congenial to Naipaul due to 
his own history, his “living until then”? 
 The prefix “con-” (meaning “with, together, jointly, altogether”) in “congenial” 
captures the mutuality of the interaction.  Naipaul’s “living…with” peoples of the 187
South, whether for a brief turn or a longer time, establishes his memoir’s first-person nar-
 “con-,” prefix, Latin variant of “com-,” New Oxford American Dictionary (New York: Oxford UP, 187
2010).
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rator as one amongst other southern voices. The place they share can be appraised eco-
nomically (“poorer land”) or, as in the poem that closes the memoir, in a more figurative 
register, with “poor-white” designating not a particular social class but the layers of dis-
sembled identity that bring multiple colors and voices, of different blood and origin, to-
gether in the single face of a place. The “living,” the “New World history,” the “poorer 
land,” the “Southern Voices,” and the “defeat” that flow from Naipaul’s opening “I” into 
Applewhite’s “brownface river” encapsulate the otherwise unacknowledged history that 
allows Naipaul to hear and see himself at the bedrock (“lower / In our register”) of the U. 
S. South. 
 Naipaul’s postcolonial position as a writer from the global south is not so far re-
moved from Wilde’s. In addition to employing similar assumptions about the U.S. South 
as a scene of charming devastation, both have the British Empire as a central reference 
point in their conceptions of culture, history, and politics (like Wilde, Naipaul came from 
a British colony to attend Oxford and lived for some time in London). Less obviously, 
Wilde’s visit also elicited figures of racial crossing—racist rather than poetic—as the 
speech, dress, and manners of his queer Anglo-Irish aestheticism were caricatured ruth-
lessly in the press and in commercial illustrations. But it is Naipaul’s perspective on the 
history of defeated people, which is also a muted celebration of history as defeat, that is 
most relevant for understanding Wilde’s visit to the U.S. South. Wilde’s own response to 
the southern “culture of defeat”—and the responses his tour elicited in others—demon-
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strates the region’s contribution to his turn toward decadence and “an understanding of 
defeat as the pure, unsullied antithesis of false triumph.”  188
 Typologies of modernity and decadence played a prominent role in the media 
storm generated by Wilde’s 1882 North American lecture tour. The tour is often noted as 
a watershed moment in both the emergence of celebrity culture and the consolidation of 
male homosexuality as a recognizable social-cultural category.  But the many and con189 -
tradictory images of Wilde produced over the course of the tour also reflected the ongo-
ing transformation of a regionally divided federation into a racially segregated one. On 
the one hand, Wilde’s public praise of and identification with the U.S. South, including 
his widely remarked rendezvous with Jefferson Davis, capitalized on the discourses of 
white racial reunion that emerged after the end of Reconstruction in 1877.  Thus, his 190
appreciation of Davis as a tragic hero mirrored the larger movement to incorporate—as 
romanticized defenders of a Lost Cause—Confederate war heroes into canons of national 
history.  On the other hand, Wilde was portrayed as an icon of racial degeneration. The 191
 Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Culture of Defeat: On National Trauma, Mourning, and Recovery, 17.188
 On celebrity, see Salamensky, The Modern Art of Influence, and Friedman, Wilde in America: Oscar 189
Wilde and the Invention of Modern Celebrity; on homosexuality, see the chapter on Wilde and Nietzsche in 
Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet; and Sinfield, The Wilde Century, 3.
 Lewis and Smith claim that Wilde’s meeting with Davis went mostly unremarked in the press, over190 -
shadowed as it was by attention to the upcoming execution of eccentric presidential assassin Charles Gui-
teau (367, 69). However, regional newspapers and other responses in the press (discussed below) document 
several weeks of sensationalized, often incredulous responses to both Wilde’s praise of Jefferson and the 
meeting it occasioned.
 In Race and Reunion, David Blight surveys fifty years following the U.S. Civil War to document 191
how “outside of this pathos and the endearing mutuality of sacrifice among soldiers that came to dominant 
national memory, another process was at work—the denigration of black dignity and the attempted erasure 
of emancipation from the national narrative of what the war had been about” (5).
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caricatures of his aestheticism followed the logic not only of Bourget’s anarchic deca-
dence but of what Frederick Douglass termed, a few months before Wilde’s arrival in 
New York City, “the color line.”  Wilde’s decadent image was produced and dissemi192 -
nated through the conjunction of these contrary interpretative logics.  
 Taken together, the myriad images of Wilde serve as an early point of confluence 
between “the triangulated Harlem, Irish, and Southern Renaissances, cultural revivals too 
often considered as separate entities rather than as streams that arise and intersect in the 
same transatlantic watershed.”  Examined within this “watershed” of Atlantic cultural 193
revivals, many of them imbricated with international and anti-imperial politics, Wilde’s 
transatlantic reception challenges the idea that “[r]eturning so obsessively to the trauma 
of the Civil War…asserts the primacy of traditional American ideals of federal unity and 
freedom.”  For, rather than affirming the insular idées fixes of American political narra194 -
tives, the incongruities in Wilde’s reception and self-presentation encode the social divi-
sions mediated by modern spectacles of culture and celebrity. “The spectacle is not a col-
lection of images,” as Guy Debord notes, “rather, it is a social relationship between peo-
ple that is mediated by images.”  The production of Wilde’s heterogeneous image in 195
 Frederick Douglass, “The Color Line,” The North American Review 132.295 (June 1881): 567-577. 192
Founded in Boston in 1815, the Review was the “first American literary magazine in the United States,” 
according to its web site (Northamericanreview.org, accessed 9 Mar. 2016). 
 Kathryn Stelmach Artuso, Transatlantic Renaissances, xx.193
 Paul Giles, “Transnationalism and Classic American Literature,” 74.194
 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle (1967), trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (New York: Zone 195
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Atlantic modernity reflected a transitional period in the racialized division of global 
labour: “The unreal unity the spectacle proclaims,” as Debord emphasizes, “masks the 
class division on which the real unity of the capitalist mode of production is based.”  196
 Wilde’s liminal position amidst the American spectacle, between unities real and 
unreal, allowed him to see the reorganization of race, state, and economy beyond national 
boundaries. For even as the regional containers of the antebellum United States gave way 
to an economic nationalism organized by white supremacy, the British colonial order be-
gan to dissolve into a quasi-federal Commonwealth dominated by white colonial officials 
but committed to international trade. Wilde’s decadent individualism exacerbates the ten-
sion between these mutually reinforcing trajectories of Anglo-American imperialism, 
which ultimately influenced the international trade agreements and transnational migra-
tions of twentieth-century global capitalism.  His spectacular composite image mediates 197
the heterogeneous character of this underlying racial-economic order, making visible the 
divisions that simultaneously sustained and threatened it. 
 Wilde’s recognition of and response to the competing interpretations of his deca-
dent individualism makes his writing a distinctly complex artifact of Atlantic history. He 
entered a moment of racial retrenchment in U.S. national history, arriving five years after 
the end of Reconstruction in the former Confederacy (1865-1877) and at the outset of 
 Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, 46 (Thesis 72), emphasis added.196
 Marc-William Palen, The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade: The Anglo-American Struggle Over Empire 197
and Economic Globalization, 1846-1896.
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what historians have called the “nadir of American race relations.” This period culminat-
ed in 1896 with the Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court ruling that codified “separate but 
equal” as a rationale for modern American segregation, with its eponymous racial carica-
ture, Jim Crow (a figure with its own a transatlantic history).  The images from Wilde’s 198
tour display these criss-crossing divisions of the federal nation by the color line and the 
Mason-Dixon line, but Wilde inserted these divisions into a transnational frame by excit-
ing Anglo-American rivalries and comparing the United States to the British Empire. 
This dynamic interplay between the decadent aesthete and his modern audience produced 
a composite portrait, not only of Wilde but of his age. A visual chronicle of the disparate 
histories he encountered registers political disunion and racial exclusion as upshots of the 
drive to consolidate a federated imperial sovereignty.  
 Wilde arrived in New York City during the first week of 1882, temporarily joining 
the millions of Irish who had resettled in North America following the famines of the 
1840s (a portion of which had settled in the U.S. South).  His boat was met in the har199 -
bor by a handful of journalists, who sailed through a winter storm to obtain a statement of 
his aestheticist philosophy. In this first of many interviews to come, Wilde made a strong 
impression by pairing his succinct definition of aestheticism—“the science of the beauti-
 Rayford Logan, The Negro in American Life and Thought: The Nadir, 1877–1901; David Brown 198
and Clive Webb, Race in the American South: From Slavery to Civil Rights, 180: “Jim Crow represented, in 
the famous words of historian Rayford Logan, 'the nadir' of American race relations.” On the transatlantic 
origins of the Jim Crow myth, including “a genealogy of theatrical figures of the enslaved laborer as it as-
sumes aesthetic form, from Caliban to Friday, looking forward to Jim Crow,” see Elizabeth Maddock Dil-
lon, New World Drama: The Performative Commons in the Atlantic World, 1649-1849, 154-165.
 Kerby A. Miller, Emigrants and Exiles: Ireland and the Irish Exodus to North America, 569; David 199
T. Gleeson, The Irish in the South, 1815-1877, 25-26. 
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ful…a search for the secret of life”—with a striking performance of it. Thus, he followed 
his definitional statement with an aesthetic appraisal of the ocean he had just crossed. “I 
was very much disappointed in the Atlantic Ocean,” he declared. “It was very tame. I ex-
pected to have it roar about and be beautiful in its storms.”   200
 This wry assessment provided reporters a taste of the humor Wilde would bring to 
the more than one hundred interviews that followed.  At the same time, his statement 201
echoes and contradicts significant historical narratives and political ideologies, including 
the settler-colonial mythology of harrowing Atlantic crossings and New World arrivals. 
Doyle describes this mythology, emphasizing its role in producing and justifying modern 
categories of race:  
[T]he troubled entry into modernity, race, and freedom takes the form of a 
cataclysmic crossing of the Atlantic Ocean. Anglo-Atlantic and African-
Atlantic narratives in English diverge radically, of course—as determined 
exactly by the racialization of liberty that deems one group free and the 
 John Cooper, Oscar Wilde in America, n.p. (quoting from The Sun [New York] XLIX.125, 3 Jan. 200
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dreary ocean” (Letters, 5). 
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other not yet capable of freedom—even while the narrative of a sea-cross-
ing and an experience of exilic self-loss underlies both sets of stories.  202
Portraying his ocean crossing as a disappointment rather than a cataclysm, Wilde ironizes 
the myth of liberating rebirth through transoceanic colonization and revolution. Simulta-
neously, he asserts the distinctiveness of his own independent aesthetic judgments.  203
Even the oceans are subject to his critical evaluation and may look different in light of it. 
 In addition to the image of a heroic crossing in pursuit of freedom, Wilde’s as-
sessment cuts against the other narrative of transatlantic crossing in Doyle’s model: The 
Middle Passage. He would have been familiar with this narrative through J. M. W. Turn-
er’s painting, The Slave Ship (1840), which John Ruskin had identified as a high point in 
modern art and consequently established as an ideological and critical touchstone.  204
Turner’s painting debuted in London at a world anti-slavery convention, and, as Paul 
Gilroy argues, it “aims directly for the sublime in its invocations of racial terror, com-
 Doyle, Freedom’s Empire, 5.202
 On the other hand, Wilde’s performance of disappointment confirms Thomas Jefferson’s acknowl203 -
edgement that there is not, in fact, “an ocean of fire between us & the old world”—in other words, that the 
shining seas that bound Jefferson’s New World are simultaneously ideological projections of and material 
geopolitical constraints on expanding Anglo-American liberties. “When we take notice,” Jefferson contin-
ues, “that theirs is the workshop to which we go for all we want; that with them centre either immediately 
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 John Ruskin, Modern Painters, Vol. 1 (1843), in Selected Writings, 350-357. Turner’s painting de204 -
picts a ship’s human cargo being thrown overboard to drown so that its parent company can recuperate the 
loss through a storm insurance policy.
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merce, and England’s ethico-political degeneration.”  The painting is visually striking 205
even if one is unaware of its theme, but its cumulative effect is enhanced greatly by Turn-
er’s accusation of moral culpability. He understood aesthetic and political influence to be 
complexly linked and potentially overlapping forces: the painting's vivid impressionism 
and sublime content add force to its moral accusation, while the insinuation of guilt on 
the part of white English spectators and an intimation of divine retribution enhance the 
dramatic optical power of the overpowering tempest. Turner’s success is evident in Vir-
ginia Woolf’s reflections on the English language, when she cites Ruskin’s Shakespeare-
an conclusion that the painting “incarnadines the multitudinous seas” to remind her read-
ers that “words, English words, are full of echoes, of memories, of associations.”  206
 By implying that Turner’s painting of the Atlantic might not correspond with its 
reality, Wilde contributes, intentionally or not, to the disavowal of The Middle Passage as 
a constitutive feature of Atlantic modernity. He confuses his experience on a passenger 
liner with a quintessential experience of modern migration, eliding the brutal conditions 
of transatlantic passage for those whose labor, movement, and lives were fungible rather 
than free. By challenging Turner’s association of Atlantic crossing with horrible African 
 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, 16. Gilroy also discusses 205
Ruskin’s decision to sell the painting, which he had owned for nearly thirty years, following his involve-
ment in the campaign to defend Governor Edward Eyre’s retaliatory execution of hundreds of Jamaican 
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suffering and sublime English guilt, though, Wilde also nullifies the differential power 
relationship between the painting’s subject matter and its viewers. For as art and as politi-
cal message, The Slave Ship relies on both the assumption of African powerlessness and 
the presumption of agency amongst English abolitionists and their supporters in the arts. 
Just as the drowning slaves are subject to the slavers’ economic calculations, so the insti-
tution of slavery is subject to Turner’s abolitionist judgment, symbolized within the paint-
ing itself as a punishing storm. The painting’s evocation of sublime horror prompts Eng-
lish viewers to overcome their political paralysis in the face of historical knowledge: by 
acting to alleviate human suffering, they will not only assuage their guilt but demonstrate 
their freedom—and their worthiness for freedom. By contrast, Wilde’s bemused disap-
pointment with the Atlantic challenges listeners (merely) to reevaluate their preconcep-
tions of the Atlantic Ocean, as well as the terms and categories by which they compre-
hend it.  
 Other narratives and features of Atlantic modernity come in for similar treatment 
over the course of the 1882 lecture tour. While publicly reinforcing Wilde’s pose as a 
philosopher of art and arbiter of taste, his success as a larger-than-life celebrity intro-
duced him to contradictory assumptions in Anglo-Atlantic discourse about race, freedom, 
and federation. These contradictions produced the incongruous body of images that ac-
companied Wilde during his tour, and they also influenced the counter-images Wilde pro-
duced himself to manipulate public perceptions and attitudes. The encounter between the 
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public’s perceptions and his own projections bolstered Wilde’s celebrity but posed a 
queer challenge to his sense of identity, which pushed him to develop new styles of self-
presentation. Whether produced by himself or others, these images led him to see the 
queer contingency of his own self-constitution, even as they reflected dramatic constitu-
tional changes he saw happening on both sides of the Atlantic. 
 Wilde describes this dynamic interplay between historical determination (through 
social interpellation) and self-constitution during his first weeks in New York, in a letter 
to English actor Norman Forbes-Robertson (1858-1932). “I am torn in bits by Society,” 
he complains, humorously exaggerating the physical toll of his celebrity exposure.  207
Wilde details his “[g]reat success” and mentions the entourage of assistants responsible 
for ensuring his mobility and publicity, then offers his most explicit comments about the 
politics of race and freedom during the lecture tour: 
I have…two secretaries, one to write my autograph and answer the hun-
dreds of letters that come begging for it. Another, whose hair is brown, to 
send locks of his own hair to the young ladies who write asking for mine; 
he is rapidly becoming bald. Also a black servant, who is my slave – in a 
free country one cannot live without a slave – rather like a Christy min-
strel, except that he knows no riddles. Also a carriage and a black tiger [“a 
Negro groom in livery,” according to Wilde’s editors] who is like a little 
monkey.  208
Wilde’s editors and biographers rightly point to this passage as a remarkable example of 
racism and claim that he “occasionally insisted that [his valet] perform minstrelsy for vis-
 Oscar Wilde to Norman Forbes-Robertson (15 Jan. 1882), in Holland and Hart-Davis, Complete 207
Letters, 127.
 Wilde, Complete Letters, 127.208
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itors.”  However, they do not discuss the degree to which his interjection—that “in a 209
free country one cannot live without a slave”—ironizes claims about U.S. national identi-
ty and political priorities.  Taken in context, Wilde’s ironic interjection in this letter 210
hardly produces a detailed analysis of or critical perspective on imperial pretensions of 
freedom. Nonetheless, his decadent style (paradoxical aphorism) and rhetoric of negation 
(“cannot live without”) in this moment have the same effect as in his assessment of a be-
calmed Atlantic. By positing the inextricability of freedom and slavery, his knotted decla-
ration makes these terms questions rather than answers. 
 Furthermore, Wilde’s racist letter reflects anxieties about his own position be-
tween racial categories and the way his identity was influencing his status as a public in-
tellectual and celebrity entertainer. These anxieties are belied by the letter’s fixation (in 
contrast to what is included about Wilde’s other “secretaries”) on his valet’s social posi-
tion, physicality, and perceived inadequacy as a performer in blackface (“he knows no 
riddles”). Just a few months prior, Wilde’s own debut volume of poetry had been lam-
pooned in Punch as a collection of “Lays of Christy Minstrelsy” and parodied as doggerel 
in a black dialect. The cartoon accompanying the review presents Wilde’s face as the cen-
ter of a sunflower and gives him inflated lips (Fig. 1).   211
 Hofer and Scharnhorst, eds., Oscar Wilde in America: The Interviews, 8. They also note that Wilde 209
“acquiesced to local custom and law…during a night trip from Atlanta to Jonesboro, when a rail conductor 
forbade Traquair [Wilde’s valet] from sleeping in a berth reserved for white passengers” (8).
 On one hand, other statements Wilde makes during the tour do associate America with freedom; but 210
on the other hand, he has Lord Henry in Dorian Gray challenge the general narrative of Anglo-Saxon liber-
ty by describing London’s poor as slaves. 
 Punch (25 Jun. 1881), rpt. Lewis and Smith, 27.211
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 Likewise, as was often the case in his life, Wilde’s anxieties and declarations in 
the letter anticipate future events. Within two weeks of describing his valet as “a little 
monkey,” Harper’s Weekly, the self-styled “journal of civilization,” ran a cover depicting 
Wilde as “the aesthetic monkey” (Fig. 2). The Washington Post ran a cartoon pairing 
Wilde with “the wild man of Borneo” and asking “how far is it from THIS to THIS?” 
(Fig. 3).  By the end of his first month in the United States, Wilde’s own racist carica212 -
ture of his valet, whose name was either John (last name unknown) or Stephen Daven-
port, had begun to double as a reflection of his own image.  Derived in part from, and 213
anticipating, what he could see of himself in the popular press, Wilde externalized that 
abject image in a description of his employee. 
 Puck magazine ran a cartoon the same week that extended the range of Wilde’s racial and gender 212
ambiguity: a series of images, titled “The Æsthetic Apostle and What He Might Do With His Hair,” rec-
ommended several options for a “Coiffeur of the Aesthete”: “He might comb it over in front—or wear it a 
la Cherokee—or braid it in nice little pigtails—or do the Circassian girl in a show—but perhaps the best 
thing would be to shave it off and sell it to a hair-mattress factory” (Fig. 4). Wilde had defended himself 
from this last insult preemptively, if inadvertently, by joking to Forbes-Robertson that his baldness, if it 
were to develop, would be from having to send so many locks of his hair to admirers. 
 Roy Morris explains that Richard Ellmann’s identification of the valet as W. M. Traquair is based 213
on a misreading of Lewis and Smith’s Oscar Wilde Discovers America, which in fact provides the first 
name John but no last name (Declaring His Genius, 50). Friedman provides the name, Stephen Davenport, 
while discussing personnel changes made by his tour’s organizer, press agent Colonel W. F. Morse (156).
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Fig. 1. “O, I [f]eel just as happy as a bright Sunflower. Lays of Christy Minstrelsy.” Punch 5 (25 June 1881). Rp-
t.Lewis and Smith. 
Fig. 2. “The Aesthetic Monkey.” Harper’s Weekly: Journal of Civilization (28 Jan. 1882). Library of Congress. 
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Fig. 3. “The Wild Man of Borneo: How Far is It From This to This?” Washington Post (22 Jan. 1882). Rpt. in 
Lewis and Smith.  
Fig. 4. “Coiffeur of the Aesthete. The Aesthetic Apostle and What He Might Do With His Hair.” Puck (25 Jan. 
1882). Rpt. Lewis and Smith, 321. 
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Fig. 5. “Oscar the Apostle. Puck’s ‘Wilde’ Dream of an Æsthetic Future for America.” Puck 253 (11 Jan. 1882). 
Google Books. Rpt. Cooper, n.p. 
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Fig. 6. “Straiton and Storm’s New Cigars.” Library of Congress. 




Fig. 8. “South/North. Black/White. The Ignorant Vote—Honors Are Easy.” Harper’s Weekly (9 Dec. 1876). Rpt. in 
McClintock, 51; Bornstein, 147. 
 In years to come, the resemblance would increase between Wilde’s racist carica-
ture of his valet and the public’s caricature of Wilde. As Curtis Marez notes in his 
groundbreaking discussion of Wilde and race, one newspaper claimed that Wilde’s wide-
ly-distributed autographs were in fact penned by his black valet, and students in New 
Haven and Rochester interrupted his lectures by forcing a tall black man to approach 
thestage in garish attire, potentially while dancing.  Wilde’s racialization continued 214
through later stages of his career and long after, with Punch recommending A Woman of 
 Marez, “The Other Addict,” 267.214
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No Importance (1893) for its “Christy-Minstrel epigrammatic dialogue” and printing a 
cartoon portraying Wilde as the leader of the Christy Minstrels.  Even fifty years later, 215
during the bombing of London in World War II, a sixteen-year-old girl in London would 
pair Wilde with the Christy minstrels in her diary: “I…put on my new black and white 
trousers that make me look like a cross between Oscar Wilde and a Christy Minstrel.”  216
 That long-standing association of Wilde with minstrelsy was cemented during the 
1882 tour, as his various personas and the competing interpretations of them were exag-
gerated into the starkly binary categories used to anatomize U.S. national culture in the 
period. On the one hand, cartoons farcically democratized his au courant philosophy of 
style, in order to conjure “an Aesthetic future for America” (Fig. 5), and advertisements 
used his suave reputation to promote “new” consumer products (Fig. 6). On the other 
hand, popular depictions of the Irish as “Celtic Calibans” (Fig. 7) and as the Northern 
equivalent of black Southerners (Fig. 8) authorized the translation of Wilde’s Anglo-Irish 
aestheticism into anti-black stereotypes. With anti-Irish racism as a suppressed referent 
and basis of comparison, detractors could point to direct lines of comparison between his 
aesthetic dress or dandyish persona and features (real or imaginary) of African-American 
fashion, speech, and culture (Fig. 9). 
  Savory and Marks, The Smiling Muse, 165. For background on the Christy Minstrels’ time and re215 -
ception in Britain, see Tray C. Davis, “‘I long for My Home in Kentuck’: Christy’s Minstrels in Mid-19th-
Century Britain.”
 Laurel Holliday, ed., Children in the Holocaust and World War II: Their Secret Diaries, xvi, 283.216
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Fig. 9. “Ise gwine for to washup dat lily kase it sembles me.” Postcard image for a real estate offering by H. J. Raf-
fensperger, Canastota, New York (30 May, 1883). ONE Archive, University of Southern California. 
 Many in the U.S. may have assumed Wilde was English. A variety of commenta-
tors referred to and portrayed him as a representative of British or even specifically Eng-
lish aestheticism. But his Irishness and nonconforming performance of gender were often 
noted, sometimes in great detail and other times through euphemistic allusion. The primi-
tivist and racist caricatures of Wilde relied on the contrast between stereotypes of Irish 
backwardness (and his perceived effeminacy) and his assertive claims of tasteful exper-
tise and cultural superiority as an ambassador of English aestheticism. He seemed to and 
often claimed to embody modern ideas and attitudes, while at the same time frequently 
adopting a nonconformist attitude. He identified trends and tendencies, or intuited con-
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temporary norms and assumptions, only to reject them in favor of his individual standards 
and preferences as artist-critic. 
 Wilde’s ambiguously Anglo-Irish identity entered a cultural milieu that relegated 
black cultural expression to one of two stereotypes, symbolized by “the blackface min-
strel pairing of the dandy Zip Coon and the raggedy slave Jim Crow.”  By associating 217
Wilde’s image with both of these stereotypes, alternately or even simultaneously, detrac-
tors could neutralize his evaluations of American culture and society. As Marez notes, 
“The caricatures reduced Wilde and…former slaves to the same level: just as Wilde sup-
posedly merely mimicked true culture, black people in turn supposedly ‘aped’ Wilde.”  218
With its praise of ornament and artifice, Wilde’s aestheticism could be subsumed under 
categories of historical anachronism, racial mimicry, primitive culture, derivative art, 
black vitality or inferiority, etc. And yet, his spectacularly individualistic decadence ren-
dered such categories objects of aesthetic consideration and modes of cultural expression. 
In theatrically embodying otherness, Wilde ultimately made himself a symbol of the fed-
eral nation’s dissonant heterogeneity. 
 Racist caricatures of Wilde inadvertently infused the stereotypes and performance 
traditions of black minstrelsy, in particular, with an aura of decadent self-determination. 
The denigration of his image thus makes it part of the genealogy of the new styles of 
 Dillon, New World Drama, 26, 210; On the transatlantic genealogy of Zip Coon and Jim Crow, see 217
Dillon, 215-248.
 Marez, “The Other Side of the Screen,” 126-127.218
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black dandyism that emerged during the twentieth century.  Wilde’s use of fashion to 219
distinguish himself from contemporaries anticipates black hipsters’ embrace of the zoot 
suit, sixty years later, as a symbol of rebellious leisure. Just as Wilde’s breeches signified 
a critique of contemporary fashions, an attitude of defiance, and an allegiance to subcul-
tures (e.g., aestheticism, decadence), Malcolm X’s punjab pants and gold accessories ex-
pressed his antagonism toward both white racism and black bourgeois traditions or ex-
pectations.  Both manifestations of dandyism presented a “riddle,” as Ralph Ellison ob220 -
served of the zoot suit, that “perhaps…conceals profound political meaning.”  Con221 -
versely, looking backward rather than forward chronologically, Wilde’s position as a 
colonial subject is illuminated by the postcolonial decadence and dandyism of artists a 
century later. For example, British-Nigerian artist Yinka Shonibare’s embrace of Wildean 
antirealism and his visual retelling of The Picture of Dorian Gray build on the “strategic 
alliance” Chinua Achebe established (in his famous critique of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of 
Darkness) between Wilde’s writing and his own anticolonial aesthetics.  222
 Independent of these later developments, and in the immediate context of Wide’s 
tour, attempts to associate his decadent individualism with minstrelsy and other carica-
tures of black cultural expression generated a range of new aesthetic and cultural possi-
 Monica L. Miller, Slaves to Fashion: Black Dandyism and the Styling of Black Diasporic Identity, 219
16, 242, 328n60.
 Robin D. G. Kelley, “The Mystery of the Zoot: Malcolm Little and Black Cultural Politics During 220
World War II.”
 Ralph Ellison (1943), qtd. in Kelley, 161. 221
 Robert Stilling, “An Image of Europe: Yinka Shonibare’s Postcolonial Decadence,” 307.222
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bilities: from images of individual self-expression in the face of community misunder-
standing (Fig. 10) to communal affirmations of beauty as a countercultural attitude (Fig. 
11). In this latter case, the racist misrecognition of Wilde’s philosophy of beauty—“Ceti-
cism, my beloved bredren. It am something beautiful.”—anticipates later jointly aesthetic 
and political assertions such as “black is beautiful.” The first sentence in the cartoon’s 
caption pairs aestheticism with the speaker’s beloved listeners. Appearing at first as a 
noun of direct address, the caption’s second sentence transforms the phrase into a descrip-
tive appositive: though grammatically incorrect, the combination of a third-person neuter 
pronoun (“it”) with a first-person singular verb (“am”) confirms the link between beauti-
ful subject matter and beautiful audience. Sounding like “I am beautiful,” the carton’s 
caricatured assertion anticipates later redefinitions of black as beautiful by treating aes-
thetic evaluation as a tool of intellectual and collective agency. 
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Fig. 10. “The Æsthetic Craze. Whats de matter wid de Nigga? Why Oscar you’s gone wild!” New York: Currier & 
Ives, 1882. Library of Congress. 
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Fig. 11. Clarence Brooks & Co. Fine Coach Varnishes. “Ceticism, my belobed bredren. It am something beautiful[.] 
Frinstance it am light and airy—like de bean.” ONE Archive, University of Southern California. 
 Wilde’s symbiotic relationship with forms of black and postcolonial cultural ex-
pression might seem troubling, or merely superficial, from a contemporary perspective 
attuned to the political dimensions of anti-black racism. Hofer and Scharnhorst conclude 
that Wilde “not only exoticized African Americans when he toured the South but failed to 
register any thoughts on segregation or Jim Crow law—a startling omission for a tourist 
with ready opinions on less important topics.”  The omission is especially striking if, as 223
 Hofer and Scharnhorst, Oscar Wilde in America, 8.223
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at least one local newspaper reported, Wilde did in fact witness the lynching of a black 
preacher during a train ride between New Orleans and Saint Louis: 
Oscar Wilde ran across a lynching [this week] in Bonfouca, La. [sic] The 
negro assailant of a white woman had been taken out of jail by a mob, and 
Oscar saw the hanging from a [Pullman] car window. The negro was a 
preacher, and his wild eloquent appeals for mercy moved the aesthetic 
traveler greatly, but did not effect [sic] the lynchers, who quickly suspend-
ed him from a railroad bridge.  224
Another local paper reported that the lynch-mob’s victim, whose name was Milan 
Howard, had been accused of multiple sexual assaults and therefore was “hung for rape 
by Judge Lynch”: “The prompt actions of the citizens of Bonfouca meets with general 
approval, although we learn there was a threatened rising among the negroes at the time 
of the lynching.”  Wilde’s non-response to this incident, assuming the newspapers’ ve225 -
racity, suggests a remarkable lack of concern or, at least, an uncharacteristic hesitation to 
intrude on local and national issues.  226
 Wilde’s silence on whatever scenes of racial violence he may have witnessed re-
flects the general disavowal of black abjection in Atlantic modernity. And though his si-
lence largely, if not completely, effaces one half of the racialized logic at work in the 
 [Unsigned], “News Notes," Sedalia [Missouri] Weekly Bazoo, June 27, 1882; quoted in Friedman, 224
217-218.
 [Unsigned], “Hung for Rape by Judge Lynch,” St. Tammany Farmer [Covington, LA] (24 Jun. 225
1882). Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. Library of Congress.
 Friedman also mentions the New York Times’ claim that Wilde’s black secretary was threatened with 226
lynching for attempting to ride in a sleeping-car (227), a local newspaper’s comparison of Wilde to a re-
cently lynched white bandit (174), and Wilde’s eyebrow-raising claim to the French writer Edmond de 
Goncourt that he had spoke at a theater where men where hanged and in fact “had seen one man being 
hanged while the audience fired [bullets] at him from their seats” (198-199, 245).
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North American tour (anti-black racism), his ambivalent embrace of the U.S. South’s 
Confederate history underlines the racialized and imperial character of the United States’ 
nineteenth-century federal reunion by performing a decadent version of white supremacy. 
In associating Confederate decadence with Irish anti-imperialism, Wilde activates and 
confuses the racial logic used to generate the incongruous images of his own 
decadence.  227
 Wilde’s fascination with and identification with Davis began with statements to 
the press near the beginning of the lecture tour’s southern leg. In one interview, Wilde 
expressed admiration for the Irish Catholic priest, Father Abram Ryan, whose eccentric 
image and sentimental religious elegies for the South (comparable to the nationalist po-
ems of Wilde’s own mother) were central to the “quasi-religious rites” of the Lost Cause 
cultural movement. Ryan himself was a “frequent visitor” to Jefferson Davis’s home in 
Beauvoir, offering at one point “to help the former president with his memoirs.”   228
 In another interview, Wilde praised Davis’ recently released two-volume bio-
graphical and historical chronicle, The Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government 
 Hofer and Scharnhorst rightly contrast Wilde’s failure to address the various forms and instances of 227
racism he encountered during the tour with his praise for Jefferson Davis, suggesting that his visit to south-
erner’s coastal estate provides “a measure of his aristocratic pretensions” (Oscar Wilde in America, 8). In 
Wilde’s case, however, the perceived decline of the Southern aristocracy provided fodder for his expression 
of anti-imperial and increasingly decadent attitudes. 
 Kieran Quinlan, Strange Kin: Ireland and the American South, 113-14. The job of being an editorial 228
assistant and taskmaster for Davis would fall instead to the widow, novelist, and distant relative of Walker 
Percy, Sarah Anne Dorsey, who welcomed the Davis family into her home and bequeathed it to them before 
her death three years before Wilde visited it.
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(1881), calling it a “masterpiece” despite its “burdensome” focus on military history.  229
Including Davis on a list of other American revolutionaries (Patrick Henry, Thomas Jef-
ferson, George Washington), Wilde identifies “the principles of the southern confedera-
cy” as the list’s point of connection for European and Irish readers: 
We in Ireland are fighting for the principle of autonomy against empire, 
for independence against centralization, for the principles for which the 
south fought. So it was a matter of immense interest and pleasure to meet 
the leader of such a great cause. Because although there may be a failure 
in fact, in idea there is no failure possible. The principles for which Mr. 
Davis and the south went to war cannot suffer defeat.  230
Wilde’s statement to the press parrots the line of retrospective constitutional justification 
offered by proponents of the Lost Cause interpretation of the war, in which Confederate 
secession was an attempt to defend the nation’s founding principles of federal govern-
ment and “the organic Structure of the Government.” For example, Confederate vice-
president Alexander H. Stephens directly contradicted his own earlier declarations in as-
serting, during Reconstruction, that the war “was a strife between the principles of Feder-
ation, on the one side, and Centralism, or Consolidation, on the other.”  231
 Quoted from contemporary journalistic accounts in Roy Morris Jr., Declaring His Genius: Oscar 229
Wilde in North America (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2013), 184. While most scholars have tracked Wilde’s 
itinerary through mid-October, newspaper coverage of a November 27 lecture in New York recently docu-
mented by Rob Marland and John Cooper would extend Wilde’s time in the US by nearly six weeks. See ”
The Lecture Tour,” in Cooper, n.p.
 Wilde, qtd. in “Oscar Wide; Arrival of the Great Aesthete,” Atlanta Constitution (5 Jul.1882), in 230
Hofer and Scharnhorst, 159-160.
 Alexander H. Stevens, A Constitutional View of the Late War Between the States, vol. 1, 10. 231
Stephens had declared at the war’s outset that the Confederacy was founded in direct opposition to the 
claim that all individuals possessed equal value: “its foundations are laid, its cornerstone rests, upon the 
great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery, subordination to the superior race, is 
his natural and moral condition. This, our new Government, is the first, in the history of the world, based on 
this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth” (speech delivered in Augusta, GA [21 Mar. 1861]; rpt. 
Augusta Daily Constitutionalist [30 Mar. 1861], qtd. James M. McPherson, “Southern Comfort,” n.p.).
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 Wilde’s echoing of the Confederate apologists produced a “politically adept but 
historically shaky understanding” of the war that endeared him to some southern audi-
ences.  Whether or not it was calculated to generate publicity for the final leg of the lec232 -
ture tour, Wilde’s embrace of Confederate decadence entailed his private declaration of 
“loyal admiration” to Jefferson Davis (Fig. 12).  Such a declaration was simultaneously 233
outrageous and unsurprising, given Irish-American ties to the U.S. South and Wilde’s 
own familial connections to the Confederacy.  Nonetheless, it entailed an audacious re234 -
casting of Davis and the U.S. South after Wilde’s own decadent, Irish image. Wilde’s pri-
vate letters indicate the particular appeal that both Davis and the Confederacy held for 
him: “How fascinating all failures are!” he declared in a letter to Julia Ward Howe, Bos-
ton abolitionist and author of the “Battle Hymn of the Republic” (c. 1861).  235
 Morris, Declaring His Genius, 182.232
 Wilde’s signed self-portrait hung in the Jefferson Davis presidential library for many years. Biogra233 -
phers of Davis and Wilde have speculated about the fate of the photograph: it survived Hurricane Camille 
in 1969 only to be lost since. The holdings (and facilities) of the Jefferson Davis Presidential Library and 
Museum, a state- and independently-funded organization, were severely damaged in Katrina and remain 
largely in storage. After an unsuccessful initial search, volunteer archivist Charles Sullivan stumbled across 
a copy negative of the Wilde photograph on Sunday, February 16, 2014. The original remains missing, al-
though Sullivan speculates that it may be among materials given to the Louisiana Historical Society by 
Varina Davis, as described in the July 1899 issue of Confederate Veteran, pp. 299-300.
 Fletcher, “The Soul of Man Under Imperialism,” 336. The family connection is thought to be 234
Wilde’s late uncle, Dr. John K. Elgee, though there is still debate about the extent of Wilde’s familial ties to 
the South. Some writers, including Varina Davis herself, have speculated about Wilde’s relationship to Rep. 
Richard Henry Wilde (1789-1846), a state representative from Georgia and occasional poet who was once 
caught up in a plagiarism scandal.
 Wilde to Julia Ward Howe (6 Jul. 1882), Complete Letters, 175-176.235
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Fig. 12. “To Jefferson Davis, in all loyal admiration, from Oscar Wilde. June ’82. Beauvoir.” Jefferson Davis Home 
and Presidential Library, Copy of Photographic Negative No. 160. 
 This fascination with failure exemplifies Wilde’s increasingly decadent attention 
to historical and constitutional contingency, an attitude that encourages attention to the 
aesthetics of federal union by emphasizing their opposite. In other words, Wilde applies 
his logic of decadent individualism to the politics of national federation by cultivating an 
attitude of critical fascination toward the opposing forces and tendencies that liberal fed-
eralism attempts to reconcile: autonomy and empire, independence and centralization, 
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etc. His decadent individualism occupies a countervailing tendency amongst those histor-
ical and political forces, soliciting cultural revival and national renewal against imperial 
federalism while paradoxically embracing their failure: “We Irish,” as he reportedly told 
Yeats, “are a nation of brilliant failures.”  By pointing to the brilliance of Southern and 236
Irish failure, Wilde positions himself as the one who claims and secures the very possibil-
ity of freedom (“in idea”) that a particular political nationalism might fail to achieve (“in 
fact”). 
 Wilde's letter to Howe goes on from describing Davis as a fascinating failure to 
apply similar terms to the South as a whole: “I write to you from the beautiful, passion-
ate, ruined South, the land of magnolias and music, of roses and romance: picturesque too 
in her failure to keep pace with your keen northern pushing intellect; living chiefly on 
credit, and on the memory of some crushing defeats.”  As Kathryn Artuso notes, in this 237
letter “Wilde’s rhetoric not only prefigures Patrick Pearse’s ‘triumph of failure’ doctrine, 
which nourished the Easter Rising of 1916, but also sounds similar to Irish allegoresis, in 
which a symbolically ravaged female landscape, embodied as Cathleen ní Houlihan or 
 William Butler Yeats, Collected Works, Vol. III: Autobiographies, 127.236
 Wilde to Julia Ward Howe (6 Jul. 1882), Collected Letters, 175.237
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the ‘Poor Old Woman,’ presents men with the promise of national renewal.”  Speaking 238
to and (temporarily) as a part of the Irish diaspora (a powerful influence on domestic Irish 
nationalism), Wilde makes an early contribution to the strain of Irish revivalism that pre-
sented itself as a “conscious counter-representation to set against the ideological con-
struction of the British Empire as Anglo-Saxon expansion, best illustrated by Kipling’s 
formulation of the Empire as ‘the Five Nations’—the federation of the English-speaking 
colonies…reaching out to America as a sixth nation.”  Applying aesthetic attitudes to 239
such competing representations and counter-representations allows Wilde to direct his 
own progression between and beyond them. 
 In contrast to his later decadence and nationalism, Wilde’s embrace of southern 
failure here as the region’s starting point for cultural renaissance endorsed a balance be-
tween “freedom and autonomy,” as well as between “self-government” and “integral” 
cohesion. He makes the case for this political solution in another lecture tour interview, 
drawing an analogy between the United States and the British Empire: 
The case of the South in the Civil war was to my mind much like that of 
Ireland today. It was a struggle for autonomy, self-government for a peo-
ple. I do not wish to see the empire dismembered, but only to see the Irish 
 Artuso, Transatlantic Renaissances, xvi-xvii. For Artuso, Wilde’s description of a “feminized South 238
[that] would rise from its ruins to produce a cultural renaissance” (xvii) is an important milestone in the 
politics of Irish revivalism: “As they underscored the inherent intersections between personal rebirth and 
communal renaissance, the Irish revivalists progressed from a dying Deirdre to a demanding Grania to a 
resuscitated fairy tale princess, revealing a movement away from a male martyrology of death and self-sac-
rifice and toward a new ethos of female regeneration and wish fulfillment…revolutionary metamorphoses 
[that] underscore the potential for Ireland’s rebirth and survival” (xix) Rather than returning to the scene of 
Irish revivalism, my reading follows Wilde’s refiguration of Davis into other corners of the Atlantic and 
into decadent rather than revivalist tendencies.
 Kaori Nagai, “’Tis optophone which ontophanes’: race, the modern and Irish revivalism,” 64.239
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people free, and Ireland still as a willing and integral part of the British 
Empire. To dismember a great empire in this age of vast armies and over-
weening ambition on the part of other nations is to consign the peoples of 
the broken country to weak and insignificant places in the panorama of 
nations; but people must have freedom and autonomy before they are ca-
pable of their greatest result in the cause of progress. This is my feeling 
about the southern people as it is about my own people, the Irish. I look 
forward to much pleasure in visiting Mr. Jefferson Davis.  240
Wilde’s formula for a federated and federating progress—with Ireland gaining “a local 
Parliament,” as he said in another interview—parallels Davis’ own chastened ambitions 
following the Confederacy’s demise.  Davis concludes his two-volume history of The 241
Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government with a similar recommendation of the need 
to balance “the rights of the States” with the perpetuation of Union: 
In asserting the right of secession, it has not been my wish to incite to its 
exercise: I recognize the fact that the war showed it to be impracticable, 
but this did not prove it to be wrong; and, now that it may not be again at-
tempted, and that the Union may promote the general welfare, it is needful 
that the truth, the whole truth, should be known, so that crimination and 
recrimination may for ever cease, and then, on the basis of fraternity and 
faithful regard for the rights of the States, there may be written on the arch 
of the Union, Esto perpetua.  242
Davis’ backpedaling account of the Confederacy retains “the right of secession” only as a 
politically benign principle, “assert[ed]” but not “incite[d].” The balance of powers with-
in the Union is secured in perpetuity by mutual feeling, with historical complexity and 
political opposition subsumed under the symmetry of national development. By contrast, 
 Wilde, Oscar Wilde in America, 157.240
 Wilde, “A Home Ruler,” interview in St. Louis Daily Globe-Democrat (27 February 1882), 6; qtd. 241
Markey, 457. Wilde also expressed his sympathy in this interview for Anglo-Irish landlords, whom he 
thought should be reimbursed for their land by the British government.
 Jefferson Davis, The Decline and Fall of the Confederate Government, vol. 2, n.p.242
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Wilde’s decadent turn in the following decade would assert his individual tastes over so-
cially prescribed norms and values, as he championed self-directed parts over harmonious 
wholes. 
 Wilde’s praise and discussion of Davis in the press led to their eventual meeting at 
Beauvoir, the latter’s coastal home with a “beautiful view” near Biloxi, Mississippi. 
Though arranged by Davis’ extended family members, who saw Wilde’s comments in the 
press and acted as intermediaries, the invitation may have been prompted in part by the 
fact that Wilde’s own parents had invited the Davis family to their home in Dublin many 
years before.  Whatever their motivations, Wilde had no trouble making connections in 243
the South during the days before his trip to Beauvoir. Through a family member of his 
own, Wilde secured as a tour guide of New Orleans no less a figure than general Pierre G. 
T. Beauregard, who commanded the first shots of the U.S. Civil War to be fired at 
Charleston two decades prior.   244
 Wilde received a mixed reception during the visit itself. Ellen Crowell notes that 
Davis likely would have resented Wilde’s background and demeanor. Cultural parallels 
between the Southern and Anglo-Irish aristocracies would have reminded Davis of the 
decay of the Atlantic plantocracies and impending obsolescence of his class. Likewise, 
the effeminate stylings of Wilde queer dandyism, with its theatrical performances of use-
 Joan E. Cashin, First Lady of the Confederacy: Varina Davis’s Civil War, 242.243
 Cashin, 244; cf. Morris, 178-180, who speculates that Wilde and Beauregard may have shared a 244
glass of absinthe during their time together.
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lessness, might have reminded Davis of his escape from Yankee forces at the end of the 
Civil War, which involved an infamous act of cross-dressing mocked lavishly in the 
northern press.  Davis’ biographer, Hudson Strode, speculates that “Mr. Davis felt 245
something indefinably objectionable in his personality…[because][,] [e]ven at twenty-six, 
Wilde’s thick, sensual lips gave him a slightly gross look.”  However, the rest of the 246
family was reportedly “enchanted” by him: Jefferson’s wife, Varina, had Wilde inscribe a 
copy of his first poetry collection for her (Fig. 13) and then sketched a portrait of “O. 
Wilde,” which she pasted into the volume as a frontispiece (Fig. 14).  It was three days 247
before the sixteenth birthday of Davis’ youngest daughter, “Winnie,” whose likeness 
hung in the Beauvoir entryway, in the form a mysterious painting the family had obtained 
in Europe and referred to as “La Bella” (Fig. 15).  She was by all reports engrossed by 248
Wilde’s speech and manners during the visit; and she would go on to be a writer herself, 
publishing her first book, An Irish Knight of the 19th Century: Sketch of the Life of 
Robert Emmet, in 1888. 
 Ellen Crowell, The Dandy in Irish and American Southern Fiction: Aristocratic Drag, 72-73.245
 Hudson Strode, Jefferson Davis, Tragic Hero: The Last Twenty-Five Years, 1864-1889, 460. A pro246 -
fessor of creative writing at the University of Alabama, as well as a Davis sympathizer, Strode was a fan of 
Virginia Woolf who corresponded with her and positively reviewed her work in The New York Times.
 Strode, Jefferson Davis, 461.247
 This painting was a mid-nineteenth-century copy of Portrait of a Woman (La Bella), a 1525 paint248 -
ing by Palma il Vecchio (ca. 1479-1528). Varina brought the portrait home from a trip to Europe in 1870, 
because it reminded her of her daughter “Winnie” (Varina Anne), then six years old. For background infor-
mation and a technical analysis of the painting, see Jo Ann Caplin, “Treasures of Biloxi: Art Conservation 
in the Wake of Hurricane Katrina.”
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Fig. 13. “To Mrs. Jefferson Davis, In memory of a charming day in Beauvoir. From Oscar Wilde June ’82.” Ameri-
can Museum in Britain. 
  
Fig. 14. “O. Wilde.” Varina Howell Davis. Biloxi, MS. June 1882. American Museum in Britain. 
Fig. 15. Portrait of a Lady (known as “La Bella”)"(c. 1525). Palma Vecchio (Jacopo d’Antonio Negretti). Thyssen 
Museum in Madrid. 
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 Part of the reactionary undercurrent to celebrations of the 1882 tour, Strode’s ho-
mophobic conjuring of Wilde as “gross” and “indefinably objectionable” points to the 
multiplicity of boundaries and categories his decadent individualism transgressed. Even 
by the tour’s end, Wilde’s malleable image would become an emblem of modern life onto 
which Anglo-American audiences could project their doubts about imperial hubris and 
fears of imperial decline. A cartoon published soon after Wilde’s return to England 
showed him proclaiming in a Whitmanesque idiom that “when America can grasp the 
supreme whole I sing…then…I shall be hailed Lord of a new Empery… Apollo will turn 
pale, and…make way for the glorious zenith of the one Oscar Wilde.”  Such parodies of 249
Wilde perceive in his decadent individualism a reflection of the American aspiration to be 
a “supreme whole.” Inflating Wilde’s claims to exceptional particularity (his decadent 
privileging of part over whole), audiences could concurrently celebrate him as a har-
binger of American modernity and make him a symbol of modern excesses and vulnera-
bilities. They had an opportunity to do just that in the summer following Wilde’s 1882 
lecture tour, with the unsuccessful New York debut of his first play, Vera; or, The Nihilists 
(1883). 
 Reactions to the play made explicit the logic of disavowal that had allowed 
Wilde’s image to embody both modern excellence and imperial excess, aesthetic beauty 
and racial abjection. They brought into stark relief the social and ideological contradic-
tions activated by Wilde’s decadent individualism. In the months following his return 
 Savory and Marks, The Smiling Muse, 163.249
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from America in 1882, home of “the best politically educated people in the world,” Wilde 
had told English audiences that his trip had taught him “the beauty of the word FREE-
DOM and the value of the thing LIBERTY.”  He returned to America in 1883 with a 250
play that elevates these values and attempted “to express within the limits of art that Titan 
cry of the peoples for liberty, which in the Europe of our day is threatening thrones, and 
making governments unstable from Spain to Russia, and from north to southern seas.”  251
But Vera is “a play not of politics but of passion,” as Wilde explained in a letter, and it 
presents modern freedom and revolutionary renewal not as organic developments based 
in race but as nihilist melodrama and failed anarchist plot.  252
 Oscar Wilde, “Impressions of America,” 36.250
 Oscar Wilde to Marie Prescott, Complete Letters, 214.251
 Oscar Wilde to Marie Prescott, Complete Letters, 214.252
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Fig. 16. “The Judge. A Thing of Beauty Not a Joy Forever. Rise and Fall of a ‘Vera’ Wilde Æsthete.” New York, 
1883. Bridgeman Art Resources. Rpt. in Cooper, n.p.; Morris, facing 135. 
 The misrecognition of Wilde’s political values was swift but, as Gregory Castle 
has argued, productive.  Reviewers pronounced Vera an example of “long-drawn, dra253 -
matic rot, a series of disconnected essay and sickening rant, with a coarse and common 
kind of cleverness.”  The New York Times summarized it as “an energetic tirade against 254
 Gregory Castle, “Misrecognizing Wilde: Media and Performance on the American Tour of 1882.” 253
For Castle, Wilde’s understanding and practice of Irish revivalism “shows again and again…that when ex-
amining the past, error, misreading, and deliberate, more or less effective misrecognition all constitute the 
pathway to truth. What revivalist pedagogies do, and what Wilde’s performative style accomplishes preem-
inently, is draw our attention to this putting off into the future of a truth that can only appear to be here for 
us now” (86-87).
 New York Herald (21 Aug. 1883, p. 10) and New York Times, rpt. Karl Beckson, ed., Oscar Wilde: 254
The Critical Heritage, 47-50. 
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tyrants and despots…full of long speeches in which the glory of liberty is eloquently de-
scribed,” while warning that a dramatist who puts Nihilists on stage “does so at his own 
peril.”  Presented with this possible aesthetic and political future, the American public 255
responded by recasting Wilde himself in the mold of imperial decline he had heralded as 
a masterpiece in Davis’ Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government. A cartoonist in 
New York memorialized his tour the previous year as the “Rise and Fall of a ‘Vera’ Wilde 
Aesthete” (Fig. 16), consigning Wilde’s “discovery” of America and his transcontinental 
conquest of its media landscape to the fate of imperial decline.  At the same time, the 256
cartoon’s caricature of Wildean decadence expresses the anxieties about contingency and 
disunion that plague organic conceptions of imperial sovereignty. Before and after images 
depict Wilde’s rejection by the American public, which transforms him from a delicate 
icon posed monumentally before a radiant, sun-sized sunflower into a disheveled 
vagabond carrying a tattered, sunflower-print carpetbag. The change is captioned with a 
Wildean-sounding verdict on the volatility of success and desire that anticipates Dorian 
Gray’s Gothic deformation: “A Thing of Beauty Not A Joy Forever.” 
 See Beckson, ed., Oscar Wilde: The Critical Heritage, 47-50.255
 Popularized by Henry Lewis and Justin Smith’s Oscar Wilde Discovers America, 1881 (1936), the 256
notion of Wilde “discovering” America plays on several of his own aphorisms, including his comment to a 
Cleveland newspaper that “America is not a country; it is a world” (Hofer and Scharnhorst, 66) and Mr. 
Erskine’s assertion in Dorian Gray that “Perhaps, after all, America never has been discovered…. I myself 
would say that it had merely been detected” (33).
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IV. Divided Sovereignties: Gothic History and Constitutional Decadence in 
The Picture of Dorian Gray 
 In his otherwise “full” statement of the case, the cleaved protagonist of Steven-
son’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886) acknowledges the limits of his du-
alistic views about life and morality. His account of “the thorough and primitive duality 
of man” and his self-diagnosis as a “double-dealer” come with this qualification: 
I say two, because the state of my own knowledge does not pass beyond 
that point. Others will follow, others will outstrip me on the same lines; 
and I hazard the guess that man will be ultimately known for a mere polity 
of multifarious, incongruous and independent denizens.  257
The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890/1891) is as concerned with doubled and divided identi-
ties as Stevenson's novella. Notably, Wilde follows Robert Louis Stevenson’s earlier nar-
rative by joining in his protagonist the two tendencies that Lord Henry identifies as the 
means of attaining civilization: “culture and corruption” (143). Wilde’s narrative, though, 
follows and outstrips Jekyll’s synecdochical metaphor for “man” in two significant ways, 
by linking its title character to a global “polity” larger than London and by narrating his 
transformation from a bifurcated self into a “multifarious, incongruous, and independent 
denizen” of modern empire. With its origins in and emphasis on youthful ambition, the 
story of Dorian Gray’s gradual dissipation functions as a Gothic Bildungsroman, pairing 
that genre’s traditional themes of harmonious identity formation and triumphant social 
 Robert Louis Stevenson, Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), 49, 48, 48. Written in 257
first-person, this chapter is titled “Henry Jekyll’s Full Statement of the Case.” Jekyll’s concern for the 
decadent denizens of the future contrasts with his own initial estimation of the “excellent parts” he pos-
sessed at birth (48-49).
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integration with a disorienting shadow narrative. Rather than ushering its youthful pro-
tagonist into the racialized freedom of Atlantic modernity, with its constitutional narrative 
of hierarchal integration, Wilde’s Gothic Bildungsroman inserts Dorian Gray into a histo-
ry of self-defeating ambition and fragmented identity. 
 Dorian Gray’s transformation is animated by Wilde’s decadent use of language, 
which generates paradoxical attitudes and contrasting perspectives, on and within the pro-
tagonist. The heterogeneous character produced by this method translates Wilde’s princi-
ple of “the instability of pure constitutions” from narratives of political history into those 
of prose fiction. Compounding this heterogenous subject matter, furthermore, is the for-
mal and generic variety of Wilde’s shape-shifting, deeply allusive text. Taken together, 
the thematic and formal diversity of Dorian Gray stages an anxious self-consciousness in 
metropolitan experience that reflects the understanding of liberal federalism’s racial and 
regional remainders Wilde gained during his North American tour. His narrative’s atten-
tion to these remainders troubles the organic constitutionalism that provided logical and 
aesthetic cover for Victorian visions of a federal empire. Symbolizing the dissonant un-
dertones of both metropolitan subjectivity and imperial society, Dorian’s decadent trajec-
tory reverses Montesquieu’s notion of Gothic beginnings progressing toward perfect 
(mixed) government and William Blackstone’s famous metaphor of the English constitu-
tion as “an old Gothic castle…fitted up for a modern inhabitant.”  Readers are left in258 -
 William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England, Vol. 3 (1765-1769), 268.258
137
stead with an image of Gothic heterogeneity at odds with the ordered, organic aesthetics 
of federal union.  
 First, in regards to the “polity” represented in Dorian Gray, Wilde extends 
Stevenson’s association between self and society—“that monstrous seething mud-pot of a 
city, and…that kindred monster…man’s soul,” as Stevenson links them in an early draft
—to historical and geopolitical scales only hinted at in the earlier narrative.  Looking 259
beyond Jekyll and Hyde’s portrayal of London’s immigrant classes and its passing refer-
ences to imperial trade, Dorian Gray provides a global frame for the urban scene. This 
transnational and transhistorical perspective bears traces of the Anglo-Irish political ten-
sions and cultural rivalries discussed in Wilde criticism since the mid-1990s, but Ireland 
is not mentioned directly in the text.  Rather than commenting directly on Anglo-Irish 260
politics, Dorian Gray allegorizes the turbulent substratum of the imperial constitution by 
associating Dorian’s self-destructive development with the activities of conquest, settle-
 Cancelled manuscript leaf 48, Morris L. Parrish Collection, Princeton University Library; rpt. “Se259 -
lected Manuscript Variations,” Strange Case, 67. As represented in the Norton critical edition of the text, 
critics have linked Stevenson’s Strange Case to concerns about class divisions in London and the political 
integrity of the UK. For example, the volume reprints a cartoon depicting the Irish reformer Parnell and an 
Irish Fenian militant as ambiguously conjoined entities, with the crouched, spectral body of the latter inter-
secting with and emerging from the upright, distinct figure of the former. On anti-Irish racism in Steven-
son’s narrative, cf. Brantlinger, 175.
 Though Ellmann’s biography and early criticism point occasionally to the influence of Wilde’s 260
Dublin upbringing, his mother’s nationalist poetry, and his education at Trinity, a newly focused body of 
research on his relationship to Irish culture, history, revivalism, and nationalism began to appear with Davis 
Coakley’s Oscar Wilde: The Important of Being Irish (Dublin: Town House, 1994), portions of which ap-
peared in an edited collection entitled Rediscovering Oscar Wilde; Richard Pine’s The Thief of Reason: 
Oscar Wilde and Modern Ireland (New York: St. Martin’s, 1995); Declan Kiberd’s chapter on Wilde in 
Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation (London: Jonathan Cape: 1995), Wilde the Irish-
man, ed. Jerusha McCormack (New Haven: Yale UP, 1998); and Vicki Mahaffey, States of Desire: Wilde, 
Yeats, Joyce, and the Irish Experiment (New York: Oxford UP, 1998).
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ment, and exploitation that sustain London’s metropolitan supremacy.  Dorian's double 261
life of civilized refinement and violent corruption becomes an image not only of Lon-
don’s racially and economically compartmentalized neighborhoods but of the imperial 
polity’s constitutive divisions and subordinations. 
 Wilde’s narrative traces a wide field of division and incoherence underlying the 
metropolitan experience of imperial sovereignty. With its attention to the movement of 
foreign objects and people, from French novels and Chinese opium to Malay sailors and 
 As Richard Haslam summarizes, allegorical interpretations of Wilde’s fiction have multiplied since 261
the 1990s, as postcolonial studies facilitated critics’ recovery of the British aesthete’s Irish background and 
his changing views on imperial politics; and yet, these interpretations frequently are marred by a variety of 
“methodological problems” (“Hermeneutic Hazards,” 37). Thus, David Upchurch and Mary King attempt 
to explain Dorian’s perpetual youth and eventual corruption by identifying unlikely allusions to Irish folk-
lore and politics in Wilde’s text (38, 41); Declan Kiberd and Terry Eagleton offer psychoanalytic readings 
of Ireland as an unconscious double within the British Empire and of Dorian Gray as “a parable of Anglo-
Irish relations” (38-40); and later critics, including Richard Pine, Curtis Marez, Julia Wright, and Maureen 
O’Connor, see Dorian Gray as a political allegory and a variation on the eighteenth-century genre of the 
Irish national tale that offers indirect commentary on the racialization of the Irish within the British Empire 
and its effects on Irish culture, politics, and identity (40-42). Cf. Markey and Killeen. 
However, the shortcomings Haslam identifies in these allegorical readings stem primarily from their 
speculative attempts to identify overly specific political-historical referents and authorial messages within 
Wilde’s texts. The overarching problem is that critics, attempting to distinguish their allegorical readings 
from existing criticism, valuably call attention to symbols, allusions, generic conventions, discursive pat-
terns, and other textual details but then press them into support of a narrow classification of Wide's political 
attitudes, which, as Jarlath Killeen notes, have ranged recently from “militant Irish republican” and “terror-
ist by another name” to “reluctant” or “opportunist" Irish patriot and proudly Anglicized imperial apologist 
(424-425). Relinquishing this desire to provide a single and finely particular label for Wilde’s views and 
strategies can return attention to Dorian Gray’s explicit and often critical treatment of “modern times,” 
“culture and corruption,” and “our age.” It requires little textual or psychological speculation to treat Dori-
an Gray’s depiction of metropolitan London, its myriad and antagonistic constituents, its antecedents in 
imperial history, and its contemporary global entanglements as a synecdochal representation of the British 
Empire. As Haslam argues elsewhere, it is through the disparaging portrayals of English and British nation-
al character that Wilde added while revising Dorian Gray, following his heated published debates with cen-
sorious and anti-Irish critics, that a textually-based “Irish dimension” of the narrative emerges (“Revisiting 
the ‘Irish Dimension’,” 267). On the other hand, to align character, imagery, and narrative structure in 
Wilde’s text with changes in the British imperial constitution beneficially calls attention to the allegorical 
activities that do permeate colonial culture and Anglo-Irish politics, in particular, as Frederic Jameson, 
Luke Gibbons, and David Lloyd demonstrate (on this last point, see Killeen, 428). In other words, Dorian 
Gray’s status as a constitutional narrative relies less on the scope of Wilde's allegorical intentions, which 
his historical essays and literary criticism indicate would be complexly ambitious, than on the interpretive 
lens used to gloss the text's staging of late Victorian attitudes and conditions. The mode of “historical criti-
cism” Wilde advocated in his early and critical writings allows for such a constitutional lens.
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Australian settler-colonists, the narrative becomes diffuse rather than comprehensive: 
while initially serving Dorian’s pleasures and confirming his sense of being at the center 
of things, these circulations become a disorienting threat to his identity and physical secu-
rity. Likewise, Dorian’s cosmopolitan taste and circum-London peregrinations initially 
prove his flexibility and mobility as a London socialite, but they become a liability. For 
Dorian’s global appetite leads him to discover what Wilde’s Irish-American contempo-
rary, the journalist Patrick Ford (1837-1913), referred to as “Signs of the Decadence of 
the British Empire.”  Like Ford in his pamphlet, The Criminal History of the British 262
Empire (1881), a series of public letters addressed to Prime Minister William Gladstone, 
Wilde uses his narrative to produce “a picture…of what the British Oligarchy, alias the 
British Empire, has made of the English people.”   263
 Ford’s criminal history moves away from the imperial center, working across na-
tional and regional contexts to document the material effects of British imperialism on its 
subjects (Fig. 17) and to “follow ‘the trail of the serpent’ in the United States, China, In-
dia, and Africa” (Fig. 18). Dorian Gray, by contrast, plays out this history at individual 
scale and from a metropolitan vantage point. It notes the genocidal effects of imperial ex-
pansion as artifacts and traditions are accumulated for metropolitan consumption, includ-
ing musical instruments obtained from “the few savage tribes that have survived contact 
 Patrick Ford, The Criminal History of the British Empire (1915), 27.262
 Ford, Criminal History, 12. Ford repeats the word “picture” at six other points in his letters to call 263
attention to the physicality of imperial violence, including at one point a “terrible picture, painted by ‘Sper-
anza,’ (Lady Wilde), of your landlord-made Irish Famine” (24).
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with Western civilizations” (110).  It tracks the vengeful return of settler-colonists in the 264
person of James Vane, who, having “made [his] fortune” in Australia, “come[s] back and 
assert[s] [himself] in London” (55). Like Dr. Jekyll, Wilde’s aesthete protagonist per-
ceives these seemingly distant externalities—from violent assassinations in ancient Rome 
to the opium trade across town—to be in disturbingly close proximity to his own mental 
and physical life. 
 
Fig. 17. “Ireland Under British Rule.” An illustrated graph of Ireland’s population change between 1841 and 1911, 
decreasing from 8,196,597 to 4,381,951. Patrick Ford, Criminal History, 79. 
 This euphemistic language of “contact” and “survival” echoes late Victorian racial science and so264 -
cial Darwinism, which predicted the natural extinction of supposedly inferior subspecies upon interaction 
with their more developed conquerors. As a historical and material prerequisite for Dorian’s hedonistic 
pleasure, though, tribal destruction is included pointedly in a chapter that catalogues the sources and symp-
toms of metropolitan decadence.
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Fig. 18. Frontispiece, Patrick Ford, Criminal History of the British Empire (1881). “The Trail of the Serpent.” 
 In a second line of extension from Stevenson, Wilde’s tale complicates its protag-
onist’s attitudes toward duality and duplicity. Dorian Gray opens with an origin story for 
the divided state of being that Stevenson finds in medias res, and the following twenty 
chapters chronicle a centrifugal volatility that culminates in terminal reversal of Dorian’s 
divided identities. In the interval between Dorian’s original division and terminal rever-
sal, he discover an attitude of aesthetic “fascination” that muddles Jekyll’s existential and 
ethical dualisms. Dorian’s many fascinated diversions and addictions complicate an ini-
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tial experience of “the terrible pleasure of a double life” (146) with a new awareness of 
himself as a “complex multiform creature” (119), an incongruously independent 
“denizen” of the world (in Jekyll’s term) rather than a licit British subject. No longer just 
a two-faced entity, Dorian’s life becomes a symbol of what he calls “this grey monstrous 
London of ours, with its myriads of people, its sordid sinners, and its splendid sins” (44).  
 London’s myriads and Dorian’s multiform complexity challenge not only Jekyll’s 
dualistic views of human nature; they blur previously clear distinctions between nation 
and empire, self and other, development and decay. As Judith Walkowitz notes in her ac-
count of Victorian London’s symbolic status, the contrast between the city’s glitzy, politi-
cally important West End and its impoverished, ethnically diverse East End “took on im-
perial and racial dimensions, as the two parts of London imaginatively doubled for Eng-
land and its Empire.” The division of London’s urban landscape, Walkowitz explains, re-
flected its status as “an immense world-city culturally and economically important, yet 
socially and geographically divided and politically incoherent.”  Wilde’s narrative as265 -
sociates these divisions between West and East, English and Empire, inside and outside 
with Dorian’s contrasting personas, that is, his unblemished public appearance and the 
portrait’s record of his ongoing deterioration.  
 For readers, as for Dorian when he sneaks away to inspect the changing portrait, 
the ugliness of the portrait and the sensations it produces belie the pristine ideal he once 
 Judith R. Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight, 26, 24.265
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imagined for himself, even as that ideal persists in the public eye. To the extent that Dori-
an recognizes his place within the racial divisions and political incoherence of the imper-
ial capital, his starkly binary sense of identity evaporates. He experiences a “mysterious” 
(121) but nearly complete identification with the specimens of decadence he collects in 
the narrative’s central and pivotal chapter, becoming “absolutely absorbed” (115) in 
“myriad lives and myriad sensations” (119) ranging from pleasurable excess to violent 
revenge and from central Asia to central America. His fascination with these heteroge-
neous stories and sensations redirects his development toward violent ends, which re-
dound upon him with sudden force when he attempts to destroy the visual record of his 
own criminal history. 
 By presenting Dorian Gray as a symbol of the modern imperial metropolis, Wilde 
deploys Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly’s 1845 suggestion that dandies are of “twofold and 
multiple natures” as a formula for diagnosing constitutional decadence.  Dorian’s aes266 -
theticizing fascination with the interplay between duality and heterogeneity calls attention 
to both the violence endemic to the Empire’s constituted form and the decadent influence 
of the polity’s “multifarious, incongruous and independent” parts, which emerge from the 
margins of Dorian’s life narrative to unsettle and “constantly irritate” his otherwise cul-
tured existence.  Though the original division of Dorian’s identity between body and 267
portrait gives him free rein to explore and exploit the world around him, the expansive 
 Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly, Of Dandyism and of George Brummell (1847), 141.266
 Martin Loughlin, “Constituent Power,” 100.267
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fascination enabled by this perceived freedom only intensifies his awareness of met-
ropolitan duplicity and constitutional heterogeneity. His decadent individualism evolves, 
under these influences, from a formula for self-directed autonomy into the symbol of a 
self-destructive imperial sovereignty that attempts to detach itself from the reach and 
repercussions of its own activities. When this ruse of escape fails Dorian, the sum of his 
social transgressions, cultural appropriations, and fascination with criminal histories ren-
ders him a Gothic reflection of the imperial capital’s Hellenic complexity. 
 The geopolitical connotations and constitutional implications of Wilde’s narrative 
follow from this decadent transformation in Dorian’s character. At first a sign of his cos-
mopolitan tastes, Dorian’s wide-ranging passions and ambitions lead eventually to his 
self-inflicted demise. This reversal of expected outcomes parodies a metropolitan valua-
tion of culture, with its desire to absorb heterogeneous elements into an integrated identi-
ty. Dorian’s divided and increasingly violent development personifies a decadent antithe-
sis to the “modern element” Matthew Arnold identified in ancient Greek literature. In-
stead of “that harmonious acquiescence of mind which we feel in contemplating a grand 
spectacle that is intelligible to us,” praised by Arnold as proof of a sophisticated material 
and spiritual state, Dorian’s fascinated attention to “a copious and complex present, and 
behind it a copious and complex past” inspires the criminal history he composes for him-
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self.  The “simultaneous cosmopolitan access to a wide variety of subordinate cultures” 268
afforded by London’s position at the center of the Empire renders Dorian an antitype of 
the modern Greco-Anglophone civilization envisioned by Arnold.  He represents his 269
nation’s imperious desires and hierarchical commitments—the “visible symbol” of “what 
our century wants,” as Lord Henry tells him early on (23)—even as he becomes the op-
posite of what he wishes to see in himself. 
 Dorian Gray’s overlapping plots of development and decay, culture and corrup-
tion, unfold from the moment in the book’s first chapter in which the effects of Dorian’s 
actions begin to be displaced from his physical body onto his painted portrait. Initially, 
Dorian’s tutelage by Lord Henry, his aesthetic education and cultural refinement, and his 
social successes follow the developmental model of the conventional Bildungsroman. 
Dorian’s taste for fine things and his capabilities as an interior designer recall Wilde’s 
earlier promotion of English aestheticism as a vehicle of social enrichment and cultural 
renaissance in the face of “national hatreds and industrial barbarism.”  Up until his bro270 -
ken engagement to Sybil Vane, these elements seem to promise a teleological narrative— 
 Matthew Arnold, “The Modern Element in Literature” (1857), 456. Arnold’s full description of the 268
modern element his society shares with classical Athens contrasts with Wilde’s conception of historical 
criticism as a reduplication, rather than a “comprehension,” of past complexities: “[O]ur present age has 
around it a copious and complex present, and behind it a copious and complex past; it arises, because the 
present age exhibits to the individual man who contemplates it the spectacle of a vast multitude of facts 
awaiting and inviting his comprehension. The deliverance consists in man’s comprehension of this present 
and past…. This, then, is what distinguishes certain epochs in the history of the human race, and our own 
amongst the number;—on the one hand, the presence of a significant spectacle to contemplate; on the other 
hand, the desire to find the true point of view from which to contemplate this spectacle” (455-456).
 Raymond Williams, “Metropolitan Perception and the Emergence of Modernism,” 44.269
  Wilde, “‘The House Beautiful’: A Reconstruction of Oscar Wilde’s American Lecture,” 417.270
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a “symbolic form” and “specific material sign”—for his experience of growing up amidst 
the chaotic dynamism of modernization.   271
 The plot of decay, however, comes to the narrative’s foreground in proportion 
with the desperation of Dorian’s attempts to ignore or conceal the portrait’s unflattering 
record of his life. Dorian’s decadent trajectory unravels the nineteenth-century Bil-
dungsroman’s socially pragmatic depictions of self-culture, which could be endorsed by 
both English national and British colonial institutions.  As Dorian swerves beyond na272 -
tional norms and social boundaries in search of aesthetic gratification, he “look[s] back 
upon man moving through History” and encounters a decadent panorama that traces the 
contours of violent imperial expansion, internal fragmentation, and eventual ruin. Loos-
ing himself in “horrible fascination” (123), Dorian’s experience reverses the logics of cul-
tural assimilation and federated imperial sovereignty to accentuate “the ruin Time had 
brought on beautiful and wonderful things” and “the monstrous maladies of the dead” 
(115, 119). His gradual loss of identity and self-control over the next eight chapters em-
phasize the suddenness of his death at the book’s end, as well as the formal problem of 
perspective that his death poses to narratives of organic constitutional development. 
 The parallel between Wilde's decadent protagonist—a metropolitan dandy, 
twofold and multiple—and the character of the imperial British constitution is established 
by the narrative’s Gothic features. The contrast between Dorian’s youthful beauty and his 
 Franco Moretti, The Way of the World: The Bildungsroman in European Culture, 3, 5.271
 Gregory Castle, Reading the Modernist Bildungsroman, 50-52, 130, 193.272
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society’s violent historical makeup follows an important principle of Gothic interpreta-
tion, beyond the immediate context of Wilde’s narrative: namely, that things are not al-
ways what they seem. Blackstone illustrates this point in his famous metaphor for the 
English constitution, by calling attention to the parallels between Gothic constitutional-
ism and Gothic architecture: “We inherit an old Gothic castle, erected in the days of 
chivalry, but fitted up for a modern inhabitant.”  Blackstone’s metaphor points to the 273
historicizing logic of Gothic perception by tracing the multiplication of signifiers across 
time and space, a process that merges their political and aesthetic functions. For just as 
Wilde’s narrative revolves around the unexplained but consequential link between the 
modern aesthete Dorian and his Gothic portrait, Blackstone’s description of the constitu-
tion is split by the temporal gap and material transformation that his own explanation 
makes legible to readers as a continuous history.  
 In other words, the role of the castle in Blackstone’s metaphor is similar to the 
portrait’s role as a plot device in Dorian Gray. Like the portrait’s striking visual presence, 
the castle’s iconic solidity draws attention to the span of “days” and series of renovations 
that Blackstone must paper over in linking the constitution’s “modern” appearance to its 
chivalrous origins. In both cases, the relationship between the Gothic and the modern is a 
matter of faith: for Wilde’s readers, a suspended disbelief open to the prospect of magical 
paintings; and for contemporary “inhabitants” of the legal order explicated in Black-
stone’s book, a trust in the erudite commentary that makes history visible behind the up-
 William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England, Vol. 3 (1765-1769), 268.273
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dated facades of the constitutional edifice. Lacking recourse to the salacious possibilities 
of a decadent novel, Blackstone’s evocative figure of speech nonetheless makes constitu-
tional history both legible and vividly memorable. In the absence of such an artfully au-
thoritative account, the origins and significance of English law would remain unavailable, 
like strange architectural features at a historical site that require the explanation of an in-
formed tour guide.  
 Constitutional commentary and decadent fiction share this particular formal fea-
ture, in that organic constitutionalism’s implicit appeal to historical authority exists side 
by side with its appeal to the imagination and experience of contemporary audiences. It 
was this simultaneous attention to authoritative speculation and first-hand experience that 
allowed historians such as Montesquieu to convey for readers the Gothic influences sur-
viving within modern patterns of constitutional development. For in organic constitution-
alism, the ancient or Gothic constitution has no founding moment, no single identifiable 
point of origin (Blackstone recalls “days of chivalry,” not a particular day). Rather than 
identifying a legal foundation—what decisions were made, how they were ratified, or 
when they were implemented—commentators simply point to the thing that has been in-
herited, describing in passive terms (“erected,” “fitted up”) and general categories (“we,” 
“modern”) how it has changed over time.  
 These competing rhetorical demands in organic constitutionalism—appealing to 
authority in some moments and experience in others—find a parallel in the oscillating 
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perspective of Wilde’s narrative. Descriptions of Dorian’s thoughts and actions shift re-
peatedly between degrees of more or less limited omniscience, and between close render-
ing of Dorian’s experiences and external evaluations of his character (notably in chapters 
when Dorian is discussed but not present, for example by Sybil Vane’s family or Lord 
Henry and his uncle). In simultaneously prompting and thwarting attempts at authorita-
tive explanation, both Blackstone’s constitutional metaphor and Wilde’s fantastical plot 
device repeat the rejection of foundational political documents endorsed in Horace Wal-
pole’s seminal Gothic narrative, The Castle of Otranto (1764).  
 Walpole’s fiction of contested inheritance and disputed authority concludes with 
the chastened usurper, Manfred, rejecting official written evidence—an “authentic writ-
ing” to support Theodore’s claim to the crown—in favor of his community’s immediate 
experience and visual confirmation of recent events. “[T]he horror of these days, the vi-
sion we have but now seen,” he declares as he welcome Otranto’s rightful heir, “all cor-
roborate thy evidence beyond a thousand parchments.”  The legitimacy of the restored 274
political order at the book’s end depends on this public proclamation of shared sense and 
feeling. The evidence at hand in this final scene is compelling less because of the spec-
tacular facts themselves (a tattoo on Theodore’s shoulder, the giant ghost of Alfonso) than 
because of the intensity of characters’ reaction to them. The lie of Manfred’s illegitimate 
rule expires, the “horror” of recent events dissipates, and Walpole’s story therefore is re-
solved when the castle’s affairs are brought back into alignment with the unwritten text of 
 Horace Walpole, The Castle of Otranto, 114.274
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constitutional experience. In endorsing the authority of this unwritten text, Manfred 
restores order on the basis of potentially volatile sensations and historical narratives, 
which stand in for absent founding documents and, in doing so, provide the unsettled 
ground upon which both Gothic aesthetics and British constitutionalism stand. 
 As later commentators have noted, the authority of experience is paramount in 
British constitutionalism, which relies on the precedents of a lived tradition to corrobo-
rate the origins and ensure the continuity of the nation’s unwritten constitution. “In other 
words, in the Anglo-British tradition,” cultural historians Robert Colls and Philip Dodd 
explain, “your identity was recognized for you, before you, in a functioning 
constitution.”  Of course, the British constitution does exist in writing, through the scat275 -
tered texts and legislation that define and proscribe the British state in any particular 
moment. But its legal form consists also in the unwritten norms, unactivated legal prece-
dents, and private deals and political negotiations constraining the activities of sovereign 
Parliament. Because the legal constitutional order must align at least roughly with the re-
ality it purports to describe, these written and unwritten facts depend for their efficacy 
and legitimacy on the whole social order and multifarious cultural sphere through which 
the state operates and is perpetuated. “When talking about that shadowy thing called the 
constitution,” Colls and Dodd emphasize, “constitutional lawyers were in fact talking 
about national identity…. [C]onstitutional history was us.”  276
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 With the constitution embodied in its subjects and their way of life—the practices, 
identities, and architectures they have inherited—social and cultural consensus becomes 
of heightened political importance. However, relying on lived experience rather than 
documents opens the door to competing accounts of that experience and competing 
claims about its relationship to identity and action in the present moment. Blackstone’s 
constitutional authority depends in fact, like the authority of a tour guide, on his audi-
ence’s ignorance of the history he recounts. If alternate explanations or conflicting au-
thorities were to come to light, his explanation of modern law’s Gothic origins and his 
association of England’s “old Gothic” constitution with “days of chivalry” might require 
additional proof (or figuration) to remain convincingly self-evident.  
 Adopting such a skeptical attitude toward constitutional history introduces the af-
fective precipitate of the Gothic’s multiply layered aesthetic: its anxious suspicion toward 
what the past has left behind. For to question the constitution’s origins and the story of its 
renovations, or to wonder what political purpose Blackstone’s own rhetorical flourishes 
might serve, would be to entertain the “counter-suggestion” that Michael Gardiner argues 
is carried within the unwritten constitutional settlement itself.  A government can 277
protest too much, in other words, about the folly or futility of political protest. To insist 
on the chivalry of the state’s origins and the continuity of its supremacy—and then to so-
licit the public’s belief in that developmental narrative—can raise questions as much as 
confidence, reminding citizens of civilization’s unsavory foundations. Gothic aesthetics 
 Gardiner, The Constitution of English Literature: The State, The Nation, and the Canon, 24.277
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and Gothic narratives capitalize on the possibility that violence, resistance, and social an-
tagonism persist alongside the established order. They provide rhetorical and experiential 
form to the fear that, as William Faulkner once wrote, “The past…isn’t even past.”  At 278
once present and not present, Gothic history activates an apprehensive response to the 
principles of constitutional continuity and hierarchical assimilation. 
 Like Walpole’s horrible vision, which “corroborate[s]” Theodore’s identity and 
legitimacy, Dorian Gray’s increasingly gruesome portrait records a truth about his ac-
tions, experiences, and cumulative character. In Wilde’s narrative, the possibility of com-
peting constitutional accounts and unsettling historical residues is preserved by the Faust-
ian split in Dorian’s identity, which Basil’s portrait of Dorian makes evident to readers 
and distinct from the identities of other characters. Basil Hallward notes in the story’s 
first pages that it is not only the physically beautiful Dorian who is vulnerable to a cen-
trifugal decadence: Lord Henry’s money and social status and Basil’s art and intellect 
make them, too, stand out dangerously from the homogeneous social whole. Basil’s as-
sessment of their precarious situation points to the conventional Bildungsroman’s formula 
for resolving the tension between individual agency and modern socialization: 
It is better not to be different from one’s fellows…. If [people] know noth-
ing of victory, they are at least spared the knowledge of defeat. They live 
as we all should live, undisturbed, indifferent, and without disquiet. They 
neither bring ruin upon others, nor ever receive it from alien hands. (7-8) 
 William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun (1950), 69.278
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Basil and Lord Henry are still highly differentiated components of the imperial polity, 
who individually contribute their decadent influences to the London scene and to Dori-
an’s formation. Yet it is Dorian’s attitude of excessive self-regard that generates the por-
trait’s capacity to remember and record his experience. The portrait’s memory, or the por-
trait’s function as memory, allows Dorian Gray to dramatize questions of culpability and 
hypocrisy that would not emerge if the story focused on other characters. The portrait 
serves as a visual record of the narcissistic self-regard that drives Dorian to suicide, and 
yet it presents him (and readers) with the only accurate knowledge of his life’s aggregate 
crimes and contradictions. “It is part of myself” as Dorian realizes upon first seeing the 
portrait: “[it was] as if he had recognized himself for the first time” (27, 25). 
 The narrative’s decadent trajectory begins with the division of his life between 
body and portrait, and a resulting uncoupling of action from consequence. On one hand, 
this uncoupling mirrors the disavowal of imperial violence in official accounts of British 
constitutional development. Like Hyde’s bestial emergence from the upright Jekyll, 
which for Nathan Hensley diagnoses the increasingly open exercise of physical violence 
during eras of imperial decline, Dorian’s burgeoning criminality represents the “curiously 
inverse political dynamic between violence and geopolitical power…whereby the fading 
of imperial power produces an apparently paradoxical increase in open violence.”  The 279
increasing temerity of Dorian’s violence stems from his perceived exceptionality and 
from the clarity of his narcissistic projections, which distract him from his own guilty 
 Hensley, “Allegories of the Contemporary” (2012), 284.279
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conscience and allow him to rationalize his crimes. By the narrative’s final sections, Do-
rian’s sees himself everywhere in history and yet detaches himself from history’s recipro-
cal influence. This ability (or fantasy) allows him to treat military and religious excesses, 
violent betrayals between lovers, and even “evil” itself as “a mode through which he 
could realize his conception of the beautiful” (123). Like the civilizational alibis of 
British imperialism, Dorian’s beauty and affluence become ends that justify criminal 
means. 
 At the same time, undoing this work of disavowal and absorption, the emotional 
and somatic tensions that eventually drive Dorian to distraction serve as reminders of the 
empire’s political incoherence and constitutional contingency. As constitutional allegory, 
Dorian Gray pairs its protagonist’s decadent trajectory with that of the British Empire by 
using a physical symptom—fainting—to shift attention from Dorian’s individual experi-
ences to the decadent condition he shares with the imperial polity. Dorian’s fainting spells 
become noticeable for readers as the narrative pays increasing attention, chapter by chap-
ter, to Dorian’s thoughts and sensations; and they become associated with British imperi-
alism when they are caused by his fixation on past examples of imperial decadence, on 
his need for opium, and on the vengeful specter of James Vane. 
 Wilde’s use of fainting to emblematize historical violence and geopolitical disor-
der follows an important literary precedent. Laura Doyle identifies fainting as a central 
symbol in the Anglophone Atlantic mythology of race and freedom, a trope that distills 
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archetypal narratives of national and racial identity into biographical form. For Doyle, the 
pervasive trope of the “swoon moment” is the allegorical bridge to historical narratives 
about “sea-crossing and…exilic self-loss” that symbolize the traumatic resettlement of 
populations and the revolutionary reconstitution of states. This trope of the swoon mo-
ment embeds the modern Atlantic mythology of race-based difference (specifically, a dif-
ference in political agency) in the biological features and psychological experiences of 
the individual subject. Though this emplotment of Atlantic history in biographical form 
makes the ideology of racialized freedom persuasive and comprehensive to individual 
readers, it also makes that ideology critically legible as a thematic and figurative pattern, 
as she summarizes: 
[T]he fainting swoon marks the crossing of a social and ontological 
threshold, symbolizing the person’s entry into the supposedly free re-
publics of Atlantic modernity; it signals that this entry entails a radical re-
making of the subject, psychically and bodily, for it supplants the subject’s 
familiar temporal, spatial, and intersubjective coordinates…. Because this 
bodily violation occurs within a colonial horizon of captivity or opportuni-
ty, the narratives [featuring this trope] merge the notion of ‘entry’ as 
transatlantic arrival in a new society with ‘entry’ as coercive physical or 
sexual violence.  280
The final stages of Dorian’s decadent “entry into…Atlantic modernity” are punctuated by 
repeated swoons and fainting spells; but to what port of “entry” does Wilde’s narrative 
bring readers, if not the “liberty plot” that present swoon and recovery as a redemptive 
allegory of the modern nation-state? For while the works Doyle studies diverge sharply 
according to the binary logic of Anglo-Atlantic liberty and Afro-Atlantic bondage, Dori-
 Doyle, Freedom’s Empire, 6-7.280
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an Gray follows the sexual-racial archetype of ruin and rebirth up to a point but then re-
places its hierarchal binary logic with a decadent figure of Gothic heterogeneity. 
 The progress of Dorian’s symptoms chart a diagnosis of the British Empire’s con-
stitutional disease, which Wilde depicts as a condition of extreme privilege reduced to 
violent dependency. Symbolizing the confusion brought about by attempts to idealize im-
perial sovereignty apart from its ugly realities, Dorian begins to swoon just as it becomes 
impossible for him to bear the continued displacement of experience from his body to his 
portrait. His nerves and opium use leave him repeatedly faint (142, 152, 170), but the 
culminating turn is his murder of Basil Hallward and manipulation of Alan Campbell to 
dispose of Basil’s corpse. Just as Dorian’s violent activities parallel the imperial state’s 
increasingly conspicuous exercise of the power over life and death, so do his terrors 
evoke the political “abyss” that for Doyle confronts the modern Atlantic subject. The 
“unbearable” suspense that attends even the intervals between Dorian’s fainting spells 
changes his perception of “Time,” which “seemed to him to be crawling with feet of lead, 
while he by monstrous winds was being swept toward the edge of some black cleft of 
precipice” (139). Here Dorian’s individual sense of guilt and terror opens onto a general 
uncertainty about the substance of the future: with “Time being dead,” as Dorian thinks at 
one point, his imagination floats prospectively beyond actuality and causality to “drag[] a 
hideous future from its grave” (140). Paralleling the absent founding moment in Black-
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stone's organic constitutional history but to opposite effect, Wilde's decadent constitu-
tional narrative confronts readers with the discontinuity between present and future. 
 In these final fainting spells, Dorian’s immersion in Gothic history begins to warp 
his future, bending his path of development away from the Bildungsroman’s normative 
ends. While foreshadowing his own “entry” by knife-point into his own portrait, and the 
hideous life he will draw out of it for himself, Dorian’s swooning also signals the “loss of 
social identity” that Doyle attributes to the undoing of self and state in Atlantic moderni-
ty. Such temporary loss of consciousness, though, is not enough to alleviate Dorian’s ap-
prehensions. Opium addiction leaves him “prisoned in thought,” as “[m]emory, like a 
horrible malady, was eating his soul away” (157), even as the drug brings him into con-
tact with racialized extremities of the imperial metropolis and the trade networks on 
which it depends. “The craving for opium,” as Curtis Marez notes, “impels a movement 
from the fastness of Dorian's home to the edge of the city—and by extension, the island 
nation—where England opens out onto scenes of threatening racial otherness.”  More 281
than a specter of racialized xenophobia and cultural anxieties, though, Dorian’s addiction 
evokes a geopolitical predicament of constitutional proportions, as England’s trade bal-
 Marez, “The Other Addict,” 257.281
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ance and access to East Asia markets hung in the balance of its opium monopoly (from 
Indian producers to Chinese ports).  282
 Wilde’s constitutional allegory brings the suppressed violence of this mutually 
destructive exchange from the colonial periphery into London’s grimy streets and even its 
privileged drawing rooms. In the process, it emphasizes how the process of corruption is 
in fact exacerbated by metropolitan hypocrisy: for even as Dorian’s self-image becomes 
as deformed as his portrait, his youthful appearance works temporarily to preserve his 
immunity from consequences. When James Vane hears Dorian referred to by the nick-
name given by his sister, Sybil, and threatens to murder him, Dorian's ability to disavow 
the past and claim “the unstained purity of youth” nearly allows him to disarm the threat 
permanently: “Let this be a warning to you,” Dorian tells Vane, “not to take vengeance 
into your own hands…put that pistol away, or you may get into trouble” (159). It is only 
through additional rumors overheard in London’s brothels and opium dens, marginalized 
sites of imperial commerce, that Vane ascertains the truth about Dorian. 
 Vane confronts Dorian having recently returned from Australia, and soon bound 
for India (158). This confrontation with a physical embodiment of London's imperial ac-
tivities marks a final breech in Dorian’s self-contained identity and social reputation. In 
 A variety of economic and political historians have documented the trade imbalance that contributed 282
to British aggression in the so-called Opium Wars. For example, J. Y. Wong demonstrates that English offi-
cials wanted the Chinese to purchase greater quantities of manufactured goods, which would allow the 
British to sink less of its precious silver reserves into purchasing tea and other goods. However, while man-
ufactured goods may have contributed to balanced trade, it was the triangular importation of Indian opium 
into Chinese ports that the British became increasingly reliant on (and defensive of). See Wong, Deadly 
Dreams: Opium and the Arrow War (1856-1860) in China, 333-456.
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the face of this external threat brought intimately close but still beyond his control—
“when the self faces a world beyond its grasp,” as Doyle writes—Dorian awaits a mo-
ment of racialized reawakening that would brighten and clarify his portrait, allowing him 
“to become a reasoning citizen, [rather than] a slave excluded from this order founded on 
the claim to an interior and balanced freedom.”  Instead, Dorian’s guilt and addiction 283
disrupt that “interior, racial, bodily sensibility, which offers a stay against the centrifugal 
forces of individualist freedom,” leaving him unable to recover his previous power over 
others or to otherwise escape the decadent drag of history.  Wilde presents Dorian’s 284
self-inflicted loss of freedom (and, ultimately, loss of life) as the outcome not only of his 
own narcissistic ambition but of the myriad influences and objects he encounters. In this 
way, the decadent anti-hero represents more than the pairing of public and private selves, 
or self and other; rather, he poses an alternative to Doyle’s binary model of liberty and 
subjection by replacing Dorian’s bifurcated identity with a multiplied and dispersed set of 
narrative perspectives. 
 In addition to James Vane, miscellaneous other specters of the corrupt heterogene-
ity Dorian symbolizes appear in the book's final chapters. The privileged aesthete’s seem-
ingly limitless freedom reaches its limit when Dorian’s condition of simultaneous “cul-
ture and corruption” (in Lord Henry’s taxonomy) gives way to his desire to “alter” his life 
(173). His second encounter with James Vane causes a “deathlike swoon” and “heavy 
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fall” (164) that leave him “sick with a wild terror of dying, and yet indifferent to life it-
self” (165). In his isolation and immobility, he reflects on the failure of his various strate-
gies for ignoring and suppressing his true character. He admits that he feels overpowered 
by “conscience,” a word that hovers between antithetical implications of unity-complete-
ness and separation-division: referring literally to a synthetic form of “with-knowledge” 
(con-, “with” + sciō, “to know”), the word originates from a Proto-Indo-European root 
meaning “to split, to dissect” (*skei-, “to cut, split”). As the unforeseen product of aes-
thetic and criminal excesses, Dorian’s conscience fluctuates uncomfortably (for him) be-
tween these joining and separating tendencies, reanimating influences and entities he had 
either concealed from conscious thought or absorbed into his fascinating self-image: 
“how terrible it was to think that conscience could raise such fearful phantoms, and give 
them visible form, and make them move before one!” (166). 
 Instead of experiencing racial renewal and modern liberation, Dorian finds him-
self newly encumbered by his Gothic history. He feels that “[l]ife had suddenly become 
too hideous a burden for him to bear” (170). After his final conversations with Lord Hen-
ry, Dorian sees—too late—that the weight of history had begun to accumulate in the nar-
rative’s first evocations of his actual (rather than artificial) youth:  
Ah! in what monstrous moment of pride and passion he had prayed that 
the portrait should bear the burden of his days, and he keep the unsullied 
splendor of eternal youth! All his failure had been due to that!…. It was 
better not to think of the past. Nothing could alter that. It was of himself, 
and of his own future, that he had to think. (181). 
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Rather than removing “the burden of his days” or fulfilling his desire for “A new life!” 
(181), Dorian radically undermines his own future when he decides that the solution is to 
“kill the past” (181, 182). Destroying his portrait restores to his actions their material ef-
fects and vacates his capacity for future action, leaving an empty attic atop his London 
house (183). 
 London’s heterogeneous flux of people and sensations rushes into the absence left 
by Dorian’s death. The book’s final chapter disregards Dorian’s exhaustion with “hearing 
his own name” (180) by having the last quoted speech in the narrative—uttered by a po-
lice officer (184)—associate his name unequivocally and publicly with the empty store-
house of his material wealth. This final pronouncement is not the voice of bourgeois sex-
ual-aesthetic morality, which some critics identify as the burden that weighs heaviest on 
Dorian’s conscience.  Rather, this shift in voice and perspective heralds a constitutional 285
reorientation. For in place of cultural synthesis and social integration based on historical 
amnesia, Wilde imagines a visible confrontation with the unwritten dissonances of met-
ropolitan (civilized) culture, even if that confrontation means a definitive break in the life 
of his protagonist and his narrative. 
 Dorian’s attempt to violently liberate himself from the burdens accrued by his 
own violent activities proves to be self-defeating. But can a suicide be narrated in the first 
person? Unlike a death by external or unconscious forces, in which the cause of death 
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begins and ends and operates independently of the victim’s responses, Dorian’s self-in-
flicted death erases his consciousness as the narrative’s focal point without an immediate 
replacement at hand. Even a description of the knife’s penetration through the portrait’s 
canvas or an explanation of how the blade manages to harm Dorian himself would not 
solve the narrative conundrum, as it is Dorian’s own hand driving his final intention to 
completion. At what point in the act would the perspective shift, and to what position 
would it logically relocate?  
 Wilde answers this dilemma by leaving the final moment of his story without a 
particular focal point or intentional actor; instead, he sets the narrative adrift in search of 
a new type of perspective. In contrast to earlier chapters that take up other characters’ 
thoughts and experiences as vantage points on Dorian’s character, the story’s final shift in 
perspective not only takes us outside of Dorian’s experience and physical location but is 
accompanied by a shift to passive voice. The personal pronouns (“He” and “I”) that to-
gether mark Dorian’s centrality to preceeding sentences (“He looked round…He seized 
the thing, and stabbed”) are replaced by an abstract and unlocatable omniscience that ex-
plains the consequences of this final action: “There was a cry heard, and a crash” (183). 
This return to the external and impersonal, procedural description of the book’s opening 
exposition of Basil’s studio abruptly excises Dorian’s decadently individualist attitudes.  
 But after touching on the consciousnesses of two gentleman passing by Dorian’s 
house (at first anonymous, one of them turns out to be an enemy of Dorian’s) and the 
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aforementioned police officer, the narrative finds a new focal point in “the servants’ part 
of the house,” where Francis, Old Mrs. Leaf, a coachman, and other “half-clad domes-
tics” discuss amongst themselves what to do. This ragtag ensemble confronts the situa-
tion as a newly constituted “they,” now legible in the absence of their employer and so-
cial superior, and provides the narrative with its final view of Dorian’s decadent and mis-
represented self: “They knocked…. They called out…. When they entered, they found…a 
dead man…. It was not till they had examined the rings on his fingers that they recog-
nized who it was” (184). Unlike the pluralized constitution of Britain’s multinational em-
pire, this collective actor has no necessary or organic logic. It coalesces temporarily and 
ephemerally out of London’s unspecified masses, a transient remainder of the imperial 
capital that exceeds and, potentially, outlasts it. 
 When Basil Hallward first finishes his painting of Dorian near the narrative’s be-
ginning, Lord Henry calls it “the finest portrait of modern times” (24). Like the other re-
lationship established in this scene (between Dorian and his portrait), this second dis-
placement from Dorian’s portrait to “modern times” presents the Gothic multiplication of 
signifiers as a simultaneously destabilizing and generative influence. The portrait’s dual 
signification of part and whole, its ability to represent both Dorian and his society, turns 
the ideological requirements of organic constitutionalism toward a destabilizing end. 
Characters and readers can imagine for a brief while that the superlatively fine portrait is 
“the real Dorian,” true to “the original of the portrait” (28) and sure to “never alter” (29). 
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This attitude toward Dorian’s portrait corresponds to an idealized view of the British state 
as a timeless political order, legally coherent and historically continuous, grounded in 
“original” experience but now an invisible bulwark against visible turbulence and dissent. 
 Yet, by narrative’s end, Basil Hallward’s assessment of his painting’s rank in 
modern art has become an ironizing double entendre that says more about “modern 
times” than it does about the portrait itself. It is a shift in meaning that Lord Henry comes 
to recognize, when toward the end of the narrative he declares that Dorian is “the type of 
what the age is looking for, and what it is afraid it has found” (179). Because of his repre-
sentative status, Dorian’s self-inflicted death at the narrative’s end renders judgment not 
only on his own life but on those who contributed, directly or indirectly, to his demise. 
The story’s conclusion echoes but alters the end of Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto, 
which cites the “horror” of recent events as proof that the impending political resolution 
was meant to be, and that Theodore’s kingship will reestablish continuity for the castle 
and its inhabitants. Wilde’s narrative likewise ends with a “vision” of horror, but Dorian’s 
end indicts rather than justifies the age that produced him. His individual decadence mir-
rors London’s corrupt heterogeneity, and the public disclosure of this corruption suspends 
rather than restores a single narrative perspective. 
 The constitutional implications of Dorian’s representative status are evoked con-
cisely in Lord Henry’s remark to Dorian that “[t]he curves of your lips rewrite history” 
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(181).  It is also alluded to in Sybil Vane’s parallel suggestion that, in light of her love 286
of Dorian,“[o]ur proverbs want re-writing” (59). In both cases, Dorian’s transformative 
influence arises from the idealized projections of other characters: they see in him what 
they want to see and, in succumbing to his sway, contribute to his Gothic deformation. An 
extension of Dorian’s desire to kill the past, these approaches to rewriting history contrast 
with the similar notion expressed in Wilde’s contemporaneous critical dialogue, “The 
Critic as Artist,” when Gilbert declares that “the one duty we owe to history is to rewrite 
it.”  Whereas that critical “duty” contributes, in Gilbert’s account, to the diversifying 287
renewal of artistic traditions and conventions, it reappears in Wilde’s narrative as a ho-
mogenizing impulse that yields unexpected and disturbing consequences. Dorian enacts 
his desire to rewrite the past, naively at first and then with increasingly vicious efficiency, 
by working to preserve the public image of his youthful beauty. Like Blackstone, he at-
tempts to bury Gothic history behind a chivalrous vision, comfortably adapted for mod-
ern inhabitants.  
 And yet, the narrative itself accounts for those delusions and misdeeds that link 
Dorian’s modern refinements to his grotesque portrait. It discovers the reappearance of 
victims in his present moment, and it leaves readers with the image of his bifurcated pub-
lic-and-private existence, in which his visible physical form has been unmade by the past 
 Dorian is not alone in his thoughts of revision: Lord Henry promotes a “New Hedonism that was to 286
recreate life and save it from…harsh uncomely puritanism,”  and Basil Hallway desires through his art to 
“recreate life in a way that was hidden from me before” (13, 108).
 Wilde, “The Critic As Artist,” 147.14.287
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he attempted to keep invisible. Recapitulating and reversing Dorian’s original crime of 
vain self-regard, this reanimating of history occurs for Dorian through aestheticized en-
counters with past, distant, and foreign presences that eventually threaten his present san-
ity and future security. In the absence of any “fundamental reparation” to the constitu-
tional edifice, as constitutional reformer Jeremy Bentham described in his critique of 
Blackstone,  the violently abrupt reversal between Dorian’s person and his portrait re288 -
lieves him from his entanglements with history and distant places. But it also leaves him 
dead and unidentifiably deformed, as his perpetual “desire for a new sensation” engen-
ders a “monstrous soul-life” that remains uncannily unfamiliar to London’s modern in-
habitants (182, 183). Influenced by Wilde’s understanding of art and its influence on his-
tory, the myriad identities and sensations seething behind Dorian’s idealized appearance 
mediate liberal federalism’s racialized hierarchies and divisions. His story's end reverses 
the narratives of integrated diversity and heroic renewal ascribed to constitutional devel-
opment in Atlantic modernity, presenting Gothic heterogeneity not as imperial sovereign-
ty’s auspicious beginning but as its decadent end. 
 “He turns the Law into a Castle, for the purpose of opposing every idea of ‘fundamental’ repara288 -
tion” (Bentham, A Fragment on Government [1775], 20).
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CHAPTER TWO – “CONSCIOUS OF DISSEVERMENT”: VIRGINIA WOOLF 
AND FEDERATED CHARACTER 
[I]t sprung upon me how I could revolutionize biography in 
a night. 
Letter to Vita Sackville-West (9 Oct. 1927) 
And yet from all this diversity it will bring out, not a riot of 
confusion, but a richer unity. 
Virginia Woolf, “The Art of Biography” (1939)  289
 In her autobiographical sketch, “Thirty Clocks Strike the Hour” (1932), Vita 
Sackville-West recalls for the interwar decades an earlier moment of generational transi-
tion. Describing a childhood visit to her great-grandmother’s expansive home in Paris, 
she insists on the historical significance of her memories: “This is no story. It is a recol-
lection—a reconstruction…It is not only a personal impression, it is an impression in a 
wider sense, of an age that I saw in the act of passing.”   Vita’s ancient relative inhabits 290
a “fragment in the heart of Paris,” as she explains, filled with sets of furniture that record 
eras in French history and changes in the French state as a progression of aesthetic styles: 
“visitors marveled at the furniture […] Louis Quatorze, Louis Quinze, Louis Seize, Di-
rectoire, Empire. […] Empire came last on the list, for the life of the house seemed to 
have stopped there” (59).  
 Woolf, Letters, Vol. 3, 429; Woolf, Essays, Vol. 6, 186.289
 Sackville-West, “Thirty Clocks Strike the Hour,” in Selected Writings, 58.290
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 The house’s representative but anachronistic position lends its timepieces a ritual 
function, as the chiming of the hours communicates less a fact about the present than an 
attitude toward the past. Young Vita views this ritual late at night from behind a curtain, 
as her grandmother makes her way to a large ballroom filled with thirty carefully cali-
brated clocks. What her great-grandmother hears and feels, Vita sees and describes: 
So now they began [to strike the hour] […] and my great-grandmother 
standing in the middle, listening, listening….I could see her face, for her 
head was lifted, and her expression was a thing I shall never forget, so 
suddenly lighted up was it[.] […] And as the silence fluttered down once 
more, my great-grandmother dropped from her strange, humorous ecstasy, 
and it was as a little figure bent and tired that I saw her retrace her steps 
down the long vista of the lighted rooms. (61) 
Performed in private rather than in front of visitors, this moment allows the older Vita to 
render her great-grandmother’s aristocratic malaise in a modernist idiom of converging 
temporalities, with Woolf’s trope of the striking hours (in Mrs. Dalloway and elsewhere) 
as a prominent intertext. The excessive number of the clocks here, varying in size and 
timbre, allows Vita to stylize and abstract the rise and fall of her great-grandmother’s 
mood from ecstasy to exhaustion. Mirroring her grandmother’s brief excursion into “ec-
stasy,” Vita’s narrative temporarily stalls the passage of time to depict the details of a por-
tentous moment, which coalesce in the symbol of “a protracted and contemplative 
farewell” (61). 
 Published a decade prior to this sketch, Sackville-West’s Knole and The Sackvilles 
(1922) documents and interprets more fully, in an English context, the past being left be-
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hind. Knole and the Sackvilles is an ambitiously comprehensive chronicle of Vita’s family 
history, and one of many source texts Virginia Woolf consulted in writing Orlando: A Bi-
ography (1928).  The book begins with an extended description of the Sackville estate’s 291
grounds and gardens, before introducing its central cast of characters as protagonists of 
English history:  
Such interest as the Sackvilles have lies, I think, in their being so represen-
tative. From generation to generation they might stand, fully equipped, as 
portraits from English history…[L]et them stand each as the prototype of 
his age and at the same time as a link to carry on, not only the tradition but 
also the heredity of his race, and they immediately acquire a significance, 
a unity.  292
Taken together, the Sackville family line parallels and embodies the development of Eng-
land’s famously “unwritten” constitution, understood in Edmund Burke’s sense as “a de-
liberate election of ages and of generations…a constitution made by what is ten thousand 
 Woolf to Vita Sackville-West (9 Oct. 1927), in Letters, Vol. 3: “I am reading Knole and The 291
Sackvilles. Dear me; you know a lot: you have a rich dusky attic of a mind. O yes, I want very much to see 
you” (429). See Clarke 29, for a full chronology, and Baldanza 1955, Kellerman 1978, Bazargan 1999, 
Miles 1999, and Edwards 2003.
 Sackville-West, Knole and the Sackvilles, 28.292
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times better than choice.”  The chain of Sackville heirs and their line of portraits at 293
Knole substitute for the written documents that make other modern states legible not as 
timeless unities but, to Burke's dismay, as historical projects: “idea[s] only of local extent, 
and individual momentary aggregation.”   294
 Unlike the 1791 French Constitution, with its provenance dated and ratified by 
committee, the Sackville family tree maintains “tradition” and “race” organically, taking 
root alongside William the Conqueror and Henry VIII (Fig. 19) before branching out into 
lines of self-directing, autonomous actors. They are “fully equipped,” and their constitu-
tional centrality can be asserted implicitly, in the rhetorical slippage from national origin 
(“portraits from English history”) to political function (“prototype of his age”). They link 
Vita’s life in the twentieth century to the founding moment of Norman Conquest, offering 
 Edmund Burke, “Speech on Reform of Representation” (May 7, 1782), 95; cf. Raymond Williams, 293
Culture and Society, 12. Colloquial references to England’s “unwritten” constitution are more accurately 
noting the absence of a “modern” one, as described by legal scholar Martin Loughlin: a written or printed 
document that—antecedent to a government’s formation—declares its establishment, comprehensively out-
lines its powers and operations, and serves thereafter as its fundamental law (10). As he clarifies: “The fact 
that the British constitution cannot be found in a single document and that laws relating to the constitution 
of government can be repealed or amended by Act of Parliament in exactly the same way as ordinary laws 
does not mean that the constitution does not exist" (14). 
Burke once described how in the succession of aristocratic generations “their houses become the public 
repositories and offices of record for the constitution; not like the Tower, or Rolls-chapel, where it is 
searched for and sometimes in vain, in rotten parchments under dripping and perishing walls, but in full 
vigour, and acting with vital energy and power, in the character of the leading men and natural interests of 
the country” (Burke to Duke of Richmond, 17 Nov. 1772; in Works and Correspondence, Vol. 1, 190). 
Echoing Orlando’s poem, “The Oak Tree,” Burke in the same letter tells Richmond that his and other such 
families “are in my eyes the great oaks that shade a country, and perpetuate your benefits from generation 
to generation" (190).
 Burke, “Speech on Reform of Representation,” 95. Over the course of a paragraph, Vita’s excep294 -
tionally “representative” relatives take on an overdetermined relationship to the thing they represent. Their 
individual “portraits from” English history become “prototype[s] of” the nation’s passing eras. The 
Sackvilles exist prior to national history (“proto-”) but also “carry” it with them; their lives stand for (ac-
tively defending and guaranteeing) that history’s continuance while also standing for (passively represent-
ing) its organic continuity.
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ancestry rather than politics as the basis of constitutional legitimacy. Their family embod-
ies “the system of generation and nurture,” in Raymond Williams’ terms, as an alternative 
to “the system of decision” introduced by electoral politics and other mechanisms of 
popular representation.  295
 
Fig. 19. "Table of Descent." Knole and the Sackvilles (1923), xii. 
  Williams, The Long Revolution, 133-134; cf. Francis Mulhern, “Culture and Society, Then and 295
Now,” New Left Review 55 (January-February 2009): 31-45, 38.
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 Of course, this aristocratic notion of “representative…unity” was under pressure 
across modern English history from demands for more democratic forms of representa-
tion.  Vita herself accedes to demands for greater public legibility in her 1958 appendix 296
to the book, which endorses a more inclusive notion of “continuous history” following 
Knole’s acquisition by the National Trust in 1947 (from her cousin, Charles; like Woolf’s 
title character in Orlando, Vita was barred from inheriting her childhood home due to 
gender restrictions).  She records Knole’s change of ownership “with sorrow,” consol297 -
ing herself that the estate is “now in the days of democracy…about to pass into the pos-
session of the nation for the enjoyment of the people”: 
[S]ome of the grace of another age may seep into the consciousness of the 
millions wandering freely among these ancient courts, and…the new 
young Richards, Johns, Annes, and Elizabeths (who also are a part of con-
tinuous history) may find enrichment in the gift of something so old, so 
courteous, and so lovely.  298
 Democratization tended to be at odds with official constitutional discourse, as E. P. Thompson notes 296
acerbically in his classic study of English class formation: “Once enmeshed  in constitutionalist 
arguments...reformers became caught up in the trivia of piecemeal constitutional renovation. For a plebeian 
movement to arise it was essential to escape from these categories altogether and set forward far wider de-
mocratic claims” (The Making of the English Working Class, 88). For a contrary view of constitutionalism’s 
radical utility, see John Belchem, “Republicanism, Popular Constitutionalism and the Radical Platform in 
Early Nineteenth Century England," Social History 6 (1981): 1-35.
 Vita Sackville-West, Knole and The Sackvilles (1958 edition), 218. While the appendix says that 297
Knole was “given over to the National Trust in 1947,” the National Trust website reports that it was in fact 
“acquired” in 1946 (http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/knole/features/a-brief-history-of-knole).
 Knole and the Sackvilles (1958 edition), 215, 216, 217-218. Apart from the author’s headnote on p. 298
215, this appendix reprints an article she published in for The Spectator (14 Oct. 1943). Her democratic 
revision of “continuous history” extends the aristocratic one she provides earlier in the article: “Bacon 
made the subtle and profound remark that there was ‘no excellent beauty that hath not some strangeness in 
the proportion’, but that is not true of Knole, which in every sobriety of proportion proclaims that straight-
forwardness of design and colour may also compose into a perfection, homogeneous though diversified, 
without oddity, as continuous as history itself” (216).
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Flooded after World War II by a public much larger than the lone “stranger” (3) she imag-
ines welcoming at the outset of Knole and the Sackvilles (and more ethnically diverse 
than the Richards and Annes named in her appendix), England’s organic continuity is to 
be preserved as “seep[ing]” cultural heritage—managed by a charitable organization, 
with occasional legislative guidance. 
 Is it of any relevance to this national story that 1947, the year Knole changed 
hands, also marks the end of British rule in India? Influential accounts of metropolitan 
modernism have emphasized “the blindness of the center,” associating this ideological 
feature of capitalist imperialism with everything from specific features of modernist style 
(e.g., abstraction) to the allusive, psychologized political content of modernist “national 
allegory”  To focus solely on metropolitan blindness, however, is to reproduce a central 299
Victorian assumption about the constitutive disjunction between nation and empire. 
Treating the colonial periphery as a structurally determining absence within the met-
ropolitan core—or as a “suppressed referent”—obscures modernist fiction's direct and 
specific engagement with imperialism and colonization, at the level of content.  It also 300
obscures modernism’s formal engagement with the whole range of material, institutional, 
 Frederic Jameson, “Antinomies of the Realism-Modernism Debate,” 480. Before his controversial 299
application of the term to postcolonial fiction, Jameson first theorized national allegory as a modernist 
technique for translating the disintegration of Europe’s international political order into representations of 
psychic fragmentation (Fables of Aggression, 90-94). For Jameson, metropolitan national allegory psychol-
ogizes and formalizes the political content dealt with more explicitly in its postcolonial counterpart. This 
difference he attributes both to Europe’s physical distance from sites of colonial production and to bour-
geois ideologies of individual self-determination, which enforce “a deep cultural conviction that the lived 
experience of our private existences is somehow incommensurable with the abstractions of economic sci-
ence and political dynamics” (Fables of Aggression, 95; cf. “Modernism and Imperialism,” 58, and “Third-
World Literature,” 69).
 DeKoven, “History as Suppressed Referent in Modernist Fiction.”300
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symbolic, and affective elements that—in addition to those far-flung but still visible con-
ditions of colonial production—mediated the relationship between metropolitan center 
and colonial periphery.  
 That Vita’s tale of national transition intersects chronologically with the end of 
British rule in India suggests the overlapping material and political pressures that drove 
England's constitutional development during the interwar period. These influences in-
cluded not only domestic history and politics but “external pressures…from the imperi-
um,” as Edward Said argues in his brief but illuminating “Note on Modernism.”  Said’s 301
suggestion that metropolitan modernism “includes a response” to these pressures opens 
the colonial relationship to scrutiny; but his distinction between outside and inside again 
preserves the categories that would insulate England’s national constitution from its own 
expanding jurisdictions across the multinational and transregional British Empire. These 
categories—and with them the legal, cultural, and epistemic boundaries between the is-
land nation and its overseas activities and affiliations—were being actively negotiated in 
academic political theory and official constitutional discourse.  It is not surprising, then, 302
that they also came into question in the form and content of modernist fiction.  303
 Said,sCulture and Imperialism, 188.301
 Andrew Baker, “Divided Sovereignty: Empire and Nation in the Making of Modern Britain.”302
 Jeanne Morefield identifies the first two decades of the twentieth century as a period when long-303
standing assumptions about sovereignty came under renewed scrutiny, and pluralism emerged as both a 
method and object of analysis. For example, challenging the idea that sovereignty was bounded and inter-
nally coherent, a 1916 series of articles by C. Delisle Burns, Bertrand Russell, and G. D. H. Cole posed as a 
problem “The Nature of the State in View of Its External Relations.” See Jeanne Morefield, “Urgent Histo-
ry: The Sovereignty Debates and Political Theory's Lost Voices," Political Theory (2015): 1-28.
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 Vita’s own text participates in such negotiations, when the opening section of 
Knole and the Sackvilles briefly introduces an external (non-English) frame for the Tudor, 
Kentish, and Elizabethan architectural features of her childhood home. In a striking pas-
sage, the narration shifts from first- to second-person to describe for the reader how, as 
one enters the estate’s outer courtyard, an overshadowing clock tower “gives an oddly 
Chinese effect immediately above the Tudor oriel” (3). But whereas her family’s portraits 
acquire order and meaning “immediately” upon their introduction in the text, this visual 
oddity is merely contiguous to English history, appearing suddenly nearby without dis-
cernible origins or implications. Vita’s family portraits “immediately acquire a signifi-
cance, a unity,” with immediate indicating both unbroken temporal and logical succes-
sion. Their straightforward progression passes by foreign affairs and effects, which re-
main transient and oblique (“odd,” from the Middle English, oddi-, meaning “angle”). 
Apart from this modernist flourish, which momentarily associates the passage of time 
with the intrusion of an oriental style, the representative unity Vita sees in her family his-
tory remains self-referentially obvious, immune to “effect[s]” originating beyond the 
English frame. The setting and subject named in her book’s title—Knole and the 
Sackvilles—provide a steady point of view for her prototypical chronicle. 
 By contrast, Woolf’s modernist experiment with national biography amplifies 
rather than diminishes such effects, calling attention to the changing shape of British im-
perial sovereignty as it impinges on English national culture. Orlando portrays the effects 
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of these changes on metropolitan subjects through a parody of constitutional change that 
emphasizes England’s partial authority over its Empire, which by 1926 had rebranded its 
white Dominions a “group of self-governing communities” (even as it denied Indian de-
mands for increased autonomy).   Woolf’s parody traces the violent back story and on304 -
going contradictions of this constitutional transformation from Empire to quasi-federal 
Commonwealth, by following her protagonist’s development from a young man of 
“strong [physical] constitution” to a woman who perceives herself to be a pluralized sys-
tem of voices, each with “little constitutions and rights of their own.”  Urmila Seshagiri 305
has argued that such parody “recentralizes an imperial British worldview” and for the 
most part remains “self-reflexive, focused on imperialism's damage to England rather 
than its effects on subject nations.”  By contrast, I argue that it is precisely this “self-306
reflexive” attention that allows Woolf to apprehend and potentially to disrupt the consti-
tutional settlement that would preserve England’s place at the elevated center of a multi-
national imperial state. Her story’s reassembly of Orlando as a federated character not 
only displaces patrilineal-aristocratic notions of constitutional continuity with a system of 
democratic deliberation; it also narrates the silences and blind spots that persist alongside 
federal reforms and threaten to disrupt them. 
 This 1926 designation, articulated by the Imperial Conference’s Balfour Declaration, did not be304 -
come legally binding until the 1931 Statute of Westminster, which removed British Parliament’s legislative 
authority over the white self-governing Dominions. Though Indian self-government was paid lip service by 
a series of constitutional reforms following the 1917 Montagu Declaration, India remained on a subordinate 
path along with Britain’s other colonies and protectorates.
 Virginia Woolf, Orlando: A Biography (first American edition), 56, 225. Future citations provided 305
parenthetically in the text.
 Urmila Seshagiri, Race and the Modernist Imagination, 142, 143, emphasis original.306
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 In what follows, I explore two related claims. First, I situate Woolf amidst a body 
of official constitutional discourse, represented above by the aristocratic Vita Sackville-
West and below, in section I, by Woolf’s jurist and Liberal Unionist cousin, Albert Venn 
Dicey (1835-1920).  From different perspectives, Sackville-West and Dicey reiterate 307
dominant ideas about the organic unity of England’s unwritten constitution and the abso-
lute sovereignty of the British state. By contrast, Woolf’s skeptical view of such discours-
es led her to develop a model of federated character congruous with the emerging met-
ropolitan “compromise formation” of Empire-Commonwealth: a revisionary concept of 
multinational and multiracial empire articulated by pro-imperial commentators (namely, 
Lionel Curtis and others associated with the Round Table group) in dialogue with the lib-
eral internationalism of figures such as Leonard Woolf.  As I discuss in section II, 308
Woolf drew on both the language and logic of federalism, including its affective register 
of reparative anticipation, in formulating her theory of “moments of being…[that] put the 
severed parts together…making a character come together.”  The language of federation 309
begins to appear in her writing during the 1920s, in meditations on the unifying forces of 
 Dicey was a first cousin, once removed; his uncle, on his mother’s side, was Sir James Stephen 307
(Woolf's grandfather).
 For Sigmund Freud, a compromise formation indicates a partial return of the repressed—“a com308 -
promise between the repressed and the repressing ideas”—but also describes the structure of symptoms in 
general. See “Further remarks on the neuro-psychoses of defence” (1896), 170; and ”The Paths to the For-
mation of Symptoms” (1917), 445. In political terms, compromise during the modernist period involved the 
development of increasingly sophisticated legal instruments and constitutional forms in international law, 
and their application in attempts to productively direct (rather than repress) the nationalist, separatist, and 
anti-imperial movements that embody what Nathaniel Berman calls "the passion of peoples” (Berman, 
“Modernism, Nationalism, and the Rhetoric of Reconstruction,” 353; and “Beyond Statist Positivism and 
Liberal Nationalism: The Modernist Break,” in Passion and Ambivalence: Colonialism, Nationalism, and 
International Law, 125-134.
 Woolf, “A Sketch of the Past,” 73.309
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vision and interpersonal sympathy. It takes on collective and explicitly political reso-
nances in later narratives, for example, the phonograph’s declarations of “unity–dispersi-
ty” (136) in Between The Acts (1941) and her metaphor of “riot” in the above epigraph. In 
adopting this vocabulary, Woolf contributed to modernism’s permutation of a federal 
structure of feeling that balanced opposing terms of authority-with-autonomy and unity-
in-diversity (or “dispersity”).  I argue that Woolf's moments of being abstract the desire 
for a federated unity in diversity from specific historical content or constitutional propos-
als, allowing her to examine it as a structure of feeling that shapes private as well as pub-
lic life. 
 Second, I explore how Woolf’s presentation of federated character in Orlando 
perpetuates rather than resolves a feeling of bewildering change. Her centuries-spanning 
narrative parodies official anxieties about the dispersal of sovereignty thematically, by 
using the language of constitutional reform to describe and repeatedly—though only 
temporarily—resolve Orlando’s crises in identity. The narrative stages that dispersal of 
sovereignty formally, by accentuating and parodying its own break with the perspective, 
style, and organizational categories of Victorian national biography. Section 3 discusses 
Victorian national biography as a type of constitutional narrative and Orlando’s status as 
an example of modernist national biography. By amalgamating a variety of genres, gen-
ders, histories, places, and cultural artifacts, Woolf’s modernist national biography be-
comes thematically and structurally “conscious of disseverment” (O, 230).     
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 Furthermore, the narrative conveys this state of conscious disseverment by acti-
vating a range of senses (smell, sound, and touch) alongside the unified and unifying met-
ropolitan vision that is endorsed by the book’s officious biographer-narrator. These senso-
ry elements disrupt Orlando’s apparent composure and produce an open-ended form of 
life narrative that leaves her protagonist—and readers—suspended in a tense “present 
moment” (O, 219) between constitutional reform and narrative dispersal. Section 4 iden-
tifies demands for Indian self-determination, in particular, as a pivotal but officially un-
written force of constitutional change in Woolf’s England, an influence symbolized by 
the darkness of midnight and a contrast at Orlando’s end between unifying representation 
and disruptive action. 
I. The Statesmanship of Virginia Woolf 
 In his 1917 essay, The Statesmanship of Wordsworth, Woolf’s cousin Albert Venn 
Dicey noted the “perplexity” that can come with treating a writer as a political thinker: 
“Such a one, people feel, may have been a distinguished poet or a high-toned moralist, 
but can never have influenced or have played any real part in the public life of 
England.”  The perplexity may be all the more pronounced when the writer under con310 -
sideration has been described as “the least political animal that has lived since Aristotle 
 Dicey, The Statesmanship of Wordsworth: An Essay, 1, 1-2.310
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invented the definition.”  For his part, Dicey offers this clarification about how poets 311
might be acknowledged as legislators: 
My object is to show that at the very crisis of the Great War between Eng-
land and Napoleon (that is to say from 1802 to 1815) Wordsworth ten-
dered to English politicians and to the people of England the wisest coun-
sel expressed in the noblest language; that he by many years anticipated, 
thought out and announced the doctrine of Nationalism, which during at 
least fifty years of the nineteenth century (1820-70) governed or told upon 
the foreign policy of every European country; and that the policy of 
Wordsworth, as set forth during the war with Napoleon, suggests questions 
and contains lessons which vitally concern England when engaged, as at 
present, in a world-wide war to save the independence of the British Em-
pire and of every other free State. (5). 
Dicey’s discovery of policy beneath style—“the doctrine of Nationalism” beneath 
Wordsworth’s “noblest language”—illustrates one technique for explicating Woolf’s rela-
tionship to liberal federalism and Commonwealth constitutionalism. As critics have not-
ed, Woolf paid careful attention to the political implications of language, style, and audi-
ence.  The hallmark of her “political thought,” though, is her blurring of distinctions 312
between personal and political, which led her in essays and fiction alike to “speak of 
 Leonard Woolf, Downhill All The Way: An Autobiography of the Years 1919-1939, 27. Woolf de311 -
scribes her own feelings of insulation from politics in a diary entry from 22 Mar. 1928: “I am touchy for the 
reputation of Bloomsbury. I thought I could see Ka and Will [Arnold-Forster] comparing us…. They com-
pare us with the political world; we them with our own" (A Moment’s Liberty, 243-244).
 For example, Berenice A. Carroll, “‘To Crush Him in Our Own Country’: The Political Thought of 312
Virginia Woolf” Feminist Studies 4.1 (Feb. 1978): 99-132; Pamela J. Transue, Virginia Woolf and the Poli-
tics of Style (Albany: SUNY Press, 1986); Jane Marcus, Virginia Woolf and the Languages of Patriarchy 
(Bloomington, Indiana UP, 1987); and Rebecca L. Walkowitz, “Woolf’s Evasion,” in Cosmopolitan Style: 
Modernism Beyond the Nation, pp. 79-105; Judith Allen, Virginia Woolf and the Politics of Language (Ed-
inburgh UP, 2010).
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common things, that are and cease to be; of peoples and of houses, of Empires and of 
governments.”  313
 Increasingly recognized by scholars as part of Woolf’s distinctive conception of 
society, this desire to treat Empires and governments on the same “common” plane as 
humans and their material dwellings contrasts with Dicey’s traditional approach to poli-
tics.  Indeed, Dicey only presented Woolf with a copy of his poorly-selling volume be314 -
cause he thought she might appreciate the bits concerned with poetry, and he “doubted a 
good deal whether a book which is necessarily in some sense rather political than poetical 
would interest [her]” (he also mailed a copy to U.S. President Woodrow Wilson, propo-
nent of both the League of Nations and a renewed doctrine of national sovereignty).  315
Blurring rather than reinforcing distinctions between the “political” and the “poetical,” 
 This declaration, from a February 1907 letter Woolf sent to Clive Bell (L1, 282), appears as the epi313 -
graph to Berenice A. Carroll's groundbreaking but overlooked article, “‘To Crush Him in our Own 
Country': The Political Thought of Virginia Woolf,” Feminist Studies 4.1 (Feb. 1978): 99-132.
 This recognition builds on foundational studies, such as Alex Zwerdling’s Virginia Woolf and the 314
Real World (1986) and Gillian Beer’s The Common Ground (1996), while emphasizing issues such as mate-
riality, temporality, ordinariness, pedagogy, and physical sensation. See, for example, Bill Brown, “The 
Secret Life of Things (Virginia Woolf and the Matter of Modernism),” Modernism/modernity 6.2 (Apr. 
1999): 1-28; Byrony Randall, Modernism, Daily Time, and Everyday Life (New York: Cambridge UP, 
2007), pp. 155-183; Liesl Olson, “Virginia Woolf and the ‘Cotton Wool of Daily Life’,” in Modernism and 
the Ordinary (New York: Oxford UP, 2009); Lorraine Sim, Virginia Woolf: The Pattern of Ordinary Expe-
rience (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2010) and Ordinary Matters: Modernist Women’s Literature and Photog-
raphy (London: Bloomsbury, 2016); Thomas S. Davis, The Extinct Scene: Late Modernism and Everyday 
Life (New York: Columbia UP, 2015); Benjamin D. Hagen, “Feeling Shadows: Virginia Woolf’s Sensuous 
Pedagogy,” PMLA 132.2 (Mar. 2017): 266-280; and Susan Sellers, "Virginia Woolf: Writing and the Ordi-
nary Mind," in Thinking Through Style: Non-Fiction Prose of the Long Nineteenth Century, ed. Michael D. 
Hurley and Marcus Waithe (New York: Oxford UP, 2018), pp. 315-327.
 A.V. Dicey, letter to Woolf (11 Mar. 1918), Monks House Papers, SxMs-18/1/D/43/1; Richard A. 315
Cosgrove, The Rule of law: Albert Venn Dicey, Victorian Jurist, 273. As Dicey explained to Woolf, his book 
is “really an attempt to give what I think a fair account of W[ordsworth]’s political position, and might, but 
for the quotations from Wordsworth, have been a chapter on the course of political opinion in England” 
(n.p.). King and Miletic-Vejzovic record that the Woolfs’ copy of The Statesmanship of Wordsworth was 
annotated by Leonard.
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Woolf uses her fiction to inspect what Jacques Rancière calls “the distribution of the sen-
sible”: the arrangement of time, space, and activities “that determines those who have a 
part in the community of citizens.”  She transfers constitutional questions from the halls 316
of power to the spheres of interpersonal feeling and sensory experience, grappling with 
them through the syntax of her prose and the shifting narrative perspectives of her fiction. 
 This chapter builds on the quarter century of Woolf scholarship that has estab-
lished the extent, variety, and sophistication of her political engagement, by showing how 
her writing mediates and unsettles what Michael Gardiner calls “the literary form of the 
British state.”  As Gardiner suggests of other writers, Woolf does this work in her writ317 -
ing (fiction and nonfiction) by reflecting critically on how social antagonisms are mediat-
ed by cultural texts, civil institutions, and the process of canon formation. My focus, 
though, is on how these critical reflections influence her presentation of character(s) in 
fiction. As what Dicey would call a statesman, Woolf approaches narration and character-
ization in a way that challenges assumptions about the English state, namely that it is a 
“continuous,” inclusive, and sovereign “unity.” She challenges these tenets of Diceyan 
constitutionalism (1) by adapting the conventions of prose narrative and national biogra-
phy to emerging ideas of federated unity in diversity, and (2) by attending to the influence 
of assumptions about gender and race that go undeclared and unrecognized in official 
constitutional discourse. 
 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible, 12.316
 Michael Gardiner, The Constitution of English Literature: The State, the Nation and the Canon, 1.317
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 Like others interested in the ways that writers help readers to imagine good gov-
ernance (or scrutinize governmental failures), I consider how even “a novelist committed 
to a registry of emotions and personal interactions so subtle and nuanced” might shape 
the “semantics of state” and the “symbolic[s]” of political thought.  For just as histori318 -
ans played an active role in reimagining the Empire as a multiracial Commonwealth of 
ostensibly free states—a project characterized by “flexibility and ambiguity”—modernist 
writers detailed in surprising ways “the subtlety of the evolving system, which underwent 
rapid, if un-dramatic change in little less than half a century.”  In Woolf’s case, individ319 -
ual mental life and social relations become sites not only for “narrating the nation” (alle-
gorically or otherwise) but for actively assessing the words, feelings, and ideas that hold 
it together—the work of “literary governmentality,” as John Marx has recently called 
it.  320
 Lisi Schoenbach, “A Jamesian State: The American Scene and ‘the Working of Democratic Institu318 -
tions’,” 162-163.
 W. David McIntyre, The Britannic Vision: Historians and the Making of the British Commonwealth 319
of Nations, 1907-48, 21, 58. McIntyre surveys historians who endorsed “the vision of Britannic world pow-
er, based on the unity of Duncan Hall’s ‘British Group of States’” (59).
 Homi Bhabha, “Introduction: Narrating the Nation,” in Nation and Narration, pp. 1-7; Marx, “Lit320 -
erature and Governmentality,” 67. Marx provides an evocative description of how literature enacts govern-
mentality: “Fiction and verse shape a literary sort of governmental thought whenever they associate charac-
ter with group, population with territory, and administration with defining what it means for a population to 
be secure, productive, or otherwise well-off. Through such associations, literature and literary criticism 
contribute to efforts at revising administration that are every bit as cross-disciplinary as they are transna-
tional. Literary governmentality contests and complements census data, immigration policy, and bureau-
cratic decision-making. When literary criticism analyzes, affirms, and interprets accounts appearing in nov-
els, poems, and plays, it supplements such aesthetic interventions and makes their formulations newly intel-
ligible to and actionable within administrative institutions, particularly the university. This worldly work 
entails collaboration and competition with other specialized forms of writing to organize global populations 
as they interact” (ibid.)
	184
 Because fiction often relies on cultural and political discourses to situate a charac-
ter amidst social antagonisms, Woolf’s otherwise “evasive” style sustains an analysis of 
constitutional forms and discourses that is in fact pervasive.  Rather than closing her 321
eyes to the world or ignoring the problem of competing viewpoints, her approach to char-
acter calls attention to the relationship between form and content that structures historical 
insight and political action. In surprising ways, she exploits an inversion of the feminist 
understanding that “the personal is political”: the political is always already personal, her 
fiction suggests, to the extent that conceptions of the state—promulgated by constitutions 
and history books—derive from anthropomorphic conventions of “character-creating” 
and “character-reading.”  She intervenes in politics by challenging these conventional 322
notions of society as organism, making problems of characterization into opportunities 
for participating in the type of representational activities usually reserved for founding 
 For a compelling account of how Woolf's evasive style facilitates her unbounded “intellectual spec321 -
ulation” (85), see Walkowitz, “Woolf’s Evasion,” in Cosmopolitan Style: Modernism Beyond the Nation, 
79-105.
 Woolf, Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown (1924), 4, 5. Her well-known formulation suggests the potential 322
interactions between “character” and “politics”: “[I]t would be impossible to live for a year without disaster 
unless one practised character-reading and had some skill in the art. Our marriages, our friendships depend 
on it; our business largely depends on it; every day questions arise which can only be solved by its help. 
And now I will hazard a second assertion, which is more disputable perhaps, to the effect that on or about 
December 1910 human character changed…All human relations have shifted—those between masters and 
servants, husbands and wives, parents and children. And when human relations change there is at the same 
time a change in religion, conduct, politics, and literature” (4-5). Her subsequent rejection of politics simi-
larly addresses the ambiguity of character’s relationship to society: “I believe that all novels, that is to say, 
deal with character, and that it is to express character—not to preach doctrines, sing songs, or celebrate the 
glories of the British Empire, that the form of the novel, so clumsy, verbose, and undramatic, so rich, elas-
tic, and alive, has been evolved. To express character, I have said; but you will at once reflect that the very 
widest interpretation can be put upon those words…Thus Mrs. Brown can be treated in an infinite variety 
of ways, according to the age, country, and temperament of the writer.” (9-10).
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documents and works of national history.  Woolf’s constitutional modernism works, in 323
other words, at the confluence of activist notions of political “action,” to use Woolf's own 
term, and formalist notions of “symbolic action” as “a way of doing something to the 
world.”  324
 Considering Woolf’s relationship to dominant political discourses and historical 
paradigms clarifies the significance of her critical stance toward British imperialism, as 
well as its limitations. Although Orlando is frequently discussed in relationship to gender, 
sexuality, and more recently race, scholarship focuses for the most part on cultural poli-
tics (who or what gets represented in cultural texts, and how). When struggles over gov-
ernance or the state do enter the picture, critics have limited themselves to examining 
domestic turbulence, such as the 1926 General Strike and the campaigns for women’s 
suffrage leading up to the 1918 and 1928 Representation of the People Acts.  Woolf's 325
 On the “organismic metaphor” for political and social life, see Pheng Cheah’s Spectral Nationality: 323
Passages of Freedom from Kant to Postcolonial Literatures of Liberation, pp. 17-59; Pieter Vermeulen and 
Ortwin de Graef, “Bildung and the State in the Long Nineteenth Century”; and Anne-Julia Zwierlein, “The 
Biology of Social Class: Habit Formation and Social Stratification in Nineteenth-Century British Bil-
dungsromane and Scientific Discourse.” Woolf’s reworking of this metaphor involves its temporal structure 
of accumulating continuity and, to a lesser extent, its content: that is, the philosophical, quasi-mystical, and 
“moral dimensions of the organismic metaphor,” as conceived in German idealism and romanticism 
(Cheng, 19).
 Clara Jones, Virginia Woolf: Ambivalent Activist, 4; Frederic Jameson, The Political Unconscious: 324
Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Action, 67.
 On Woolf and the strike, with a focus on Orlando, see Jessica Berman, Modernist Fiction, Cos325 -
mopolitanism, and the Politics of Community, pp. 114-156. For a broader focus on Bloomsbury and the 
strike, see Charles Ferrall and Dougal McNeill, Writing the 1926 General Strike: Literature, Culture, Poli-
tics, esp. pp. 61-82. Ferrell and McNeill note that the strike “is usually regarded as the most important 
event between the end of the First World War and the Great Depression,” quoting T. S. Eliot’s 1939 remi-
niscence that “[f]rom about that date one began slowly to realize the the intellectual and artistic output of 
the previous seven years had been rather the last efforts of an old world, than the struggles of a new” (1). 
On suffrage, see Alex Zwerdling, Woolf and the Real World, pp. 210-242; Sowon S. Park, “Suffrage 
and Virginia Woolf: ‘The Mass behind the Single Voice’,” The Review of English Studies 56.223 (Feb. 
2005): 119-134; and Deborah Cohler, “Public Women, Social Inversion: The Women’s Suffrage Debates,” 
in Citizen, Invert, Queer (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 2010), pp. 31-72.
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engagement with official constitutional discourse encompasses many of these issues but 
also, contrary to the insularity of Burkean-Diceyan constitutionalism, situates them with-
in and against the contested horizon of British imperialism.  
 The question of her attitudes, activities, and commitments in this regard has occu-
pied a central place in Woolf studies since Jane Marcus discovered Woolf plumbing “the 
submerged mind of Empire” and using her multi-narrator novel, The Waves, to rehearse 
“the swan song of…the unitary self…the swan song of the single self.”  However, later 326
critics have noted that Woolf’s challenge to unitary identity does not entail a complete 
reversal toward poles of fragmentation or disintegration; rather, feminist critics such as 
Jessica Berman emphasize her preservation of individual autonomy within cooperative 
community: 
Woolf's radical attempt to reconstruct community in her fiction grows out 
of this knot of subjectivity and politics…. This sense of relation she calls 
in her diary in 1924 a ‘mosaic’, implying by her use of that term…a model 
of a fractured yet coherent political life…a mosaic which itself is con-
structed of individual splinters.  327
 Marcus, “Britannia Rules The Waves,” in Hearts of Darkness, 59, 79. Marcus quotes the phrase "the 326
submerged mind of empire" from J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians (1980). In The Waves, she 
notes especially Bernard’s “assumption of literary hegemony by absorbing the voices of his marginalized 
peers into his own,” which enables him to romanticize British rule in India and elegize its collapse into 
scenes of “postcolonial carnivalesque” (66). 
For other groundbreaking accounts of Woolf, imperialism, and colonialism, see Carroll, McGee, and 
Phillips, along with essays from the first three IVWS conferences. For influential reassessments, see 
Froula, Wollaeger, Cohen, Doyle, and most relevant to this chapter, Barrett, Snaith 2010 and 2015, and 
Hickman.
 Jessica Berman, Modernist Fiction, Cosmopolitanism, and the Politics of Community, 121-122.327
	187
Berman’s verb, “reconstruct,” is apt for the period of international reconstruction and im-
perial reform precipitated by World War I.  Woolf’s changing notions of community 328
parallel and respond to these efforts in rejecting her predecessors’ commitment to unitary 
identity, whether in nations or individuals. 
 Prior even to notions of “unity,” Albert Venn Dicey’s authoritative account of the 
English constitution was based on “the theory of absolute [parliamentary] sovereignty,” 
which he derived from historical and comparative analysis (primarily of France, Ger-
many, and the United States), as well as earlier commentaries (for example, by William 
Blackstone and Walter Bagehot).  This first principle gives rise to the other defining 329
features of the British state, which he summarizes in a later lecture on the five “General 
Characteristics of Existing English Constitutionalism” (1897). The constitution of the 
British state is, he writes, (1) historical, (2) unwritten, (3) Parliamentary, (4) democratic, 
and (5) unitarian or unitary.  In support of these general characteristics, Dicey was 330
forced to defend his claims about the absolute sovereignty of Parliament throughout his 
career (including in several substantial prefaces he added to later editions of his Introduc-
tion). His later influence on constitutional thought derived largely from his efforts to 
maintain—against colleagues, reformers, and advocates of Irish Home Rule—that the 
 See Nathaniel Berman, “Modernism, Nationalism, and the Rhetoric of Reconstruction.” 328
 Dicey, Introduction (1902 edition), 69. “Parliament is, from a merely legal point of view, the abso329 -
lute sovereign of the British Empire, since every Act of Parliament is binding on every Court throughout 
the British dominions, and no role, whether of morality or of law, which contravenes an Act of Parliament, 
binds any Court throughout the realm” (373).
 Dicey, “General Characteristics of Existing English Constitutionalism” (1897), 59-77. 330
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English constitution requires this commitment to unitary sovereignty, and thus “bears no 
trace of a federal character.”  331
 In his commitment to absolute parliamentary sovereignty, unwritten historical 
continuity, and a unitary conception of the British state, Dicey expresses what would be-
come the consensus view of the English constitution in its imperial expansion.  For ex332 -
ample, Tom Nairn assumes that “[a]bsorption, not federation[,] had always been the prin-
ciple of development” for England’s supremacy in the British Isles.  Examining the 333
century between the 1839 Durham Report and the 1931 Statute of Westminster, Martin 
Loughlin likewise concludes that the constitution's “[l]egal form remained permanently 
fixed” throughout “the expansion and contraction of the English state”: 
Sovereignty was illimitable and perpetual. This meant that, since no limits 
on the authority of the Crown-in-Parliament were conceivable, changing 
relations between the metropolis and the peripheries had to be effected in-
formally and pragmatically, by political and administrative rather than 
legal methods. The word that remained taboo was that of federalism, en-
tailing a written constitution, the formal demarcation of jurisdictional re-
sponsibility between the centre and the peripheries, and the establishment 
of a supreme court to police the division. Federalism in all its forms was 
anathema to British constitutional thought, whether in respect to relations 
 Dicey, “General Characteristics,” 76; see also Dicey on Ireland, in A Leap in the Dark; or, Our New 331
Constitution (London: John Murray, 1893; second edition, 1911).  For a full overview of Dicey’s constitu-
tionalism as it pertains to imperial governance, see Dylan Lino, “Albert Venn Dicey and the Constitutional 
Theory of Empire,” Oxford Journal of Legal Studies (2016 Advance Access): 1-30. For a discussion of how 
Dicey’s prefaces respond to the anomaly of “emergency rule” in the colonies, see Stephen Morton, States of 
Emergency: Colonialism, Literature and Law, pp. 1-3.
 “Dicey’s word has in some respects become the only written constitution we have” (1), Jeffrey Jow332 -
ell and Dawn Oliver note in the first edition of their influential volume, The Changing Constitution (first 
published in 1985, the centenary of Dicey’s Introduction).
 Tom Nairn, The Break-Up of Britain: Crisis and Neo-Nationalism, 12.333
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between the several nations of the British Isles or between the imperial 
authority and its dependent colonies.  334
For Woolf, “informal” and “pragmatic” changes in the working constitution of the Em-
pire would be telling—not to mention the “rather than legal,” if not blatantly unconstitu-
tional, means of securing these changes. In her fiction and other modes of commentary, 
such attempts to construct, maintain, or enforce absolute sovereignty as a principle of po-
litical action or historical interpretation could only elicit ironic parody and outright dis-
sent. Her fiction portrays the exercise of sovereignty based on such assumptions as an 
exercise in futility, a project plagued by contingencies, practical limitations, and influ-
ences that pay no mind to absolute theoretical distinctions between home and away, civil 
governance and imperial rule. 
 Woolf’s view of the British state yields a different set of principles for narrating 
its constitutional development, ones more in line with the persistent interest in federalism 
amongst a substrate of historians, jurists, and imperial reformers, as well as some colonial 
subjects. While Dicey insisted that the flexibility of the unwritten constitution ensured 
continuity and unity amidst expansion (and despite inconsistent systems of rule), others 
sought to elaborate, promote, or even to formally codify—in a written constitution—new 
frameworks for unity adapted to conditions of plural and distributed sovereignty. As a 
growing body of historical, empirical, and interdisciplinary research has described, these 
 Loughlin, The British Constitution: A Very Short Introduction, 76, 65-86, 76, emphasis added. The 334
Durham Report unified Upper and Lower Canada and adjusted their relations with London, setting the 
stage for so-called responsible government; the Statute of Westminster formally recognized the legislative 
autonomy of the settler Dominions as part of the British Commonwealth.
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varieties of federalism comprise a significant strain of British constitutionalism, within 
and beyond the British Isles. This strain, in turn, intersects with strands of liberal interna-
tionalism, later postcolonial nationalisms, and contemporary notions of multicultural citi-
zenship and global governance. Woolf’s absorption and transformation of federal ideas 
manifests in her idiosyncratic techniques of characterization and narration, as executed 
even in her letters and diary. 
 For example, in the winter of 1916, a few weeks before the German offensive on 
Verdun, Woolf attended one of the talks by Bertrand Russell that she had been hearing 
about from him and others in their circle. She offered her view of the event in a letter to 
the painter Catherine Cox: 
Bertie lectures on Tuesdays, and thinks to issue a new constitution, so we 
are told, with the help of young Cambridge. I went to one lecture, and sat 
near the poisonous Widow Whitehead, who wore tortoiseshell antennae in 
her hat, and looked more livid and snakelike than I can tell—the spirit of 
evil.  335
Woolf’s looks askance during Russell’s lecture provide a humorous emblem of her rela-
tionship to constitutional discourse, as she typically positions characters between herself 
and social questions or concerted political projects.  Consider her early notes for To The 336
 Woolf to Katherine Cox (12 Feb. 1916), in Letters, Vol, 2, 78. Compare with her 24 January letter to 335
Margaret Llewlyn Davies: “Bertie…takes his lectures very seriously, and thinks he’s going to found new 
civilization. I become steadily more feminist…” (76).
 With striking precision, her seemingly distracted attention to the Widow Whitehead prefigures the 336
triangulated relationship between writer, character, and society in later writing, including her scrutiny of a 
widow in her manifesto on fiction, Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown: “I felt that she had nobody to support her; 
that she had to make up her mind for herself; that, having been deserted, or left a widow, years ago, she had 
led an anxious, harried life, bringing up an only son, perhaps, who, as likely as not, was by this time begin-
ning to go to the bad” (6). For the vertice of politics in this essay, see above n21.
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Lighthouse (1927), which record one of her goals for the narrative: “All character, not a 
view of the world.”  Though formulated as a substitution, one term for another, her 337
statement of intent places these terms in a relationship of determinate negation (in Hegel 
and Adorno’s terms), with the substituted domain of “character” incorporating that of 
“world” in a synthetic relationship that marks the limits of “world” as a point of view and 
source of understanding. Similarly, in the scene of Russell's lectures, Woolf seems to dis-
place his reformist "view of the world” with a catty remark about the appearance of a fel-
low female audience member; but this displacement subtly reinforces the limits of his 
ambitious rhetoric as it fails to persuade (“so we are told”) while conveying the tense 
fears of “evil” that saturate and divide this wartime audience.. 
 This turn to character suggests where and how to read Woolf’s engagement with 
constitutionalism, which was not only “a view of the world” but, as Robinson and Gal-
lagher note in their influential argument about informal (economic) imperialism, “[t]he 
orthodox view of nineteenth-century imperial history…laid down from the standpoint of 
the racial and legalistic concept which inspired the Imperial Federation movement.”  338
Her response to Russell’s lectures notwithstanding, Woolf could engage directly with 
constitutional questions near and far, wondering about their relevance to the challenges of 
recognizing and responding to political violence. Writing in her diary in March 1921, af-
 Quoted in Lee, Virginia Woolf, 429, emphasis original.337
 Robinson and Gallagher, “The Imperialism of Free Trade” (1953), 1.338
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ter news of the Allied war settlement with Germany, she reflects widely on these matters 
of “history,” characteristically emphasizing the limitations of her understanding: 
In the way of history the Germans have gone back to Germany. People go 
on being shot & hanged in Ireland. Dora described mass going on all day 
in Dublin for some wretched boy killed early on Monday morning. The 
worst of it is the screen between our eyes & these [?] gallows is so thick. 
So easily one forgets it—or I do. For instance why not set down that the 
Maids of Honor shop [in nearby Richmond] was burnt out the other night? 
Is it a proof of civilisation to envisage suffering at a distance—& then the 
faculty of seeing that laws matter—the constitution of Check-Slovakia for 
example—is that an important one? Anyhow very little bestowed on 
me.  339
Woolf’s self-assessment in this passage echoes her insistence elsewhere on her lack of 
formal education and relatively apolitical disposition; but it also reveals her attention to 
geopolitical complexity and the constraints of ideology. Posing questions about suffering, 
constitutions, and the relationship between them carries Woolf’s diary entry quickly 
across distances and boundaries, blurring distinctions amongst local, national, and in-
ternational spheres. However, her recognition of the “screen” that obscures a clear sense 
of causes and effects leads her to record a range of events in her diary and to speculate 
about the relationships between them. While she considers associating this history-blur-
ring distance with the vantage point of “civilisation,” insisting on her own limitations 
leads her to adopt an epistemologically self-conscious approach to transcribing events 
and sensations. Thus, the “way of history” is narrated in her diary according to the ques-
tions she has about perceiving and evaluating violence, whether down the street, across 
 Diary entry (Sunday, 13 Mar. 1921), Diary, Vol. 2, 99-101.339
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the Irish Sea, or in central Europe, where debates about federalism drew international at-
tention.  Across personal and global scales, Woolf presses “the faculty of seeing” into a 340
form of present-tense description and first-person narrative attuned to the ambiguous re-
lationship between law and violence. 
 Despite Woolf’s unconventional approach to politics, her self-taught reflections 
do employ one of the assumptions of official ideas about constitutional character. Specifi-
cally, her focus on the present moment extends a central concern expressed by her cousin 
Dicey in his Introduction to the Study of the Law of the Constitution (1885), the standard 
textbook and authority on “the English constitution” (as he calls it) well into the twentieth 
century.  Dicey closes his “Preface” to the book's first edition by wondering:  341
whether the habit of looking too exclusively at the steps by which the con-
stitution has been developed does not prevent students from paying suffi-
cient attention to the law of the constitution as it now actually exists. The 
possible weakness at any rate of the historical method as applied to the 
growth of institutions, is that it may induce men to think so much of the 
way in which an institution has come to be what it is, that they cease to 
consider with sufficient care what it is that an institution has become.  342
To link past and present, and clarify the unwritten conventions operating alongside writ-
ten statutes, Dicey’s book attempts to synthesize historical and comparative accounts of 
constitutional development with explications of “the practical working of our complicat-
 Clarke’s footnote explains about the Cheko-Slovakian constitution: “The interim constitution of the 340
newly-created Czeschoslovak state issued on 13 November 1918 had been replaced on 29 February 1920 
by one instituting a centralised rather than a federal state” (100n16).
 See Jowell and Oliver, discussed above in note 37.341
 Dicey, “Preface to the First Edition,” Introduction, vii-viii.342
	194
ed system of modern Parliamentary government” (vi). It extracts the primary “guiding 
principles which pervade the modern constitution of England” and compiles them for 
students in “a manual which may impress these leading principles on their minds” (v). 
 Despite their similar animating concerns, Woolf takes a much different approach 
than Dicey’s “manual” to analyzing “the constitution as it now actually exists” and to 
“impress[ing]” its workings on the minds of readers. Because she understands that gender 
is also a constitutional principle, though unremarked by Dicey, she adopts a skeptical 
view of official constitutional discourse. Likewise, because of her concern about “the 
screen between our eyes & these [?] gallows” and her questions about “envisag[ing] suf-
fering at a distance,” she turns to senses other than vision (Dicey’s “looking…to the law 
of the constitution as it now actually exists”) to apprehend the actually existing constitu-
tion. Doubting official discourses and visions, Woolf explores alternative genres and 
modalities in her attempt to account for women’s overlooked relationship to state consti-
tutions, social order, and political violence.  
 While there is no record of Woolf engaging directly with Dicey’s scholarship, she 
exchanged letters with him occasionally, refers to him in other letters (he didn’t attend her 
and Leonard’s small wedding ceremony), and parodies his physical appearance and com-
portment briefly in A Room of One’s Own (1929).  Dicey’s profession receives more 343
substantial treatment in the “1880” chapter of The Years (1937) and the related “Essay 5” 
 Woolf, Letters, Vol. 1, nos. 635 and 637; Essays, Vol. 5, 133n2.343
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in The Pargiters (1977), as Kitty Malone struggles through “a row of blue volumes, The 
Constitutional History of England, by Dr. Andrews.”  Barred from a formal course of 344
study, Kitty nonetheless has access to the resources of Oxford because she is the daughter 
of a don and enjoys “a freedom from household work and a freedom of opinion which 
were unknown to her mother.”  Under the direction of her academically marginalized 345
tutor, Lucy Craddock, she reads the blue volumes written by her family friend, the fic-
tional Dr. “Chuffy” Andrews, alongside actual works of constitutional history by Free-
man, Froude, and Stubbs. Unlike her mother, Kitty grows tired of always asking men “the 
right questions” and instead “sometimes asked herself questions” about the presumed au-
thority, the “undeniable though [also] naturally unquestionable greatness of Dr. Chuffy 
Andrews and Professor Lathom” (114, 118). These opportunities and attitudes differ 
sharply from those of her mother, who “never read their books, but she had them all, with 
inscriptions from the authors, under glass in the drawing room” (118).  Though Kitty 346
has access to educational resources and a measure of encouragement in her studies, Woolf 
concentrates on the obstacles facing this would-be constitutional scholar. 
 Woolf, The Years, 58. “There was a paper slip in volume three. She should have finished her chapter 344
for Lucy; but not tonight. She was too tired tonight" (58-59).
 Woolf, The Pargiters:The Novel-Essay Portion of The Years, 117. Further citations made in the text.345
 Along with Dicey’s The Statesmanship of Wordsworth (see note 12), the Woolfs had in their library 346
his Introduction to the Study of the Law of the Constitution, 6th ed. (London: Macmillan, 1902; signed by 
Clive Bell), A Leap in the Dark, or, Our New Constitution (London: J. Murray, 1893; with a drawing by 
Julian Bell), and Lectures on the Relation between Law & Public Opinions (London: Macmillan, 1905; 
inscribed by Dicey to Julian Bell); they also had a copy of his brother Edward Dicey’s two-volume transat-
lantic civil war travelogue, Six Months in the Federal States (London: Macmillan, 1863).
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 Like Rachel Vinrace’s failure to finish Gibbons’ multi-volume history of Rome (in 
Woolf’s first novel, The Voyage Out), Kitty’s exhaustion with English constitutional his-
tory indicates the social constraints and material demands she continues to face, despite 
the gains made since her mother’s generation. The Voyage Out marks the impossibility of 
Rachel's continued learning and social independence abruptly, when she contracts a fatal 
tropical illness. By contrast, the later “novel-essay” dwells at length on the variety of ob-
stacles Kitty confronts. The more didactic strains of the essay note, for example, “how 
impossible it was to go straight from entertaining distinguished guests to an impersonal 
survey of the constitutional law in England” (113).  Yet, through encountering these ob347 -
stacles to constitutional knowledge, Kitty becomes keenly aware of conventions of gov-
ernance and constraints on political action that remain unaccounted for in her professor’s 
“impersonal” exposition. 
 The narrative portions of “Essay 5” contrast the obstruction of Kitty's attempts at 
self-education with the rich perceptions and expertise of her “secret life,” which persist 
“however ignorant she was of literature and philosophy, and Greek and Latin, and math-
ematics and history” (115). In contrast to the disciplines and discourses that constitute 
public knowledge, Kitty’s private life and personal experiences are relegated to a femi-
nized sphere of mere sociability. By drawing this sphere of experience into view, though, 
 The full list of obstacles reads as follows: “how very difficult it was for a girl like Kitty who ‘had to 347
help Mama,’ to read her twenty pages of Froude every day with attention; how impossible it was to go 
straight from entertaining distinguished guests to an impersonal survey of the constitutional law in Eng-
land; how impossible, therefore, it was even with an original mind—that she had—and a love of history—
that she had too—for Kitty ever to reach even half the standard of historical learning which the young men 
at College seemed to reach without any difficulty at all“ (The Pargiters, 113-114).
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Woolf’s narrative calls into question the expertise of scholars such as Chuffy. The text 
blurs the distinction between Kitty’s feminized private perceptions and Chuffy’s “imper-
sonal” public expertise, by incorporating details of his own “secret life” as a constitution-
al authority. The narrative records, for example, both Chuffy’s tendency to accumulate 
soup in his beard and his subtle sexual harassment of Kitty during formal luncheons.  348
The former is detected visually and wryly undermines the Professor's reputation for rar-
efied legal interpretation; the latter requires attention to other senses. Like the many other 
relationships and demands that arrange or constrain Kitty's action, Chuffy’s harassment is 
verbal and physical, affecting her through the senses of sound and touch (the latter partic-
ularly when he furtively touches her knees under the dinner table). By narrating these 
otherwise invisible foundations of official constitutional discourse, Woolf indicates her 
own conclusions about what Dicey called “existing English constitutionalism.” Not only 
are official expositions as unreadable as if they had remained unwritten (unreadable in the 
sense of being extremely dull, and because they remain inaccessible to all but the elite). 
Even on their own political (rather than aesthetic) terms, they remain oblivious to the in-
stitutions and conventions that govern life for women and many other subjects—and thus 
to whole categories of the social relations that perpetuate a constitutionally settled but 
unevenly constituted state. 
 “When Kitty made her unfortunate remark about Henry the Eighth, she was not really consoled or 348
instructed by feeling Dr. Andrews' hand upon her knee. Thus, the social intercourse between learned men 
and girls with original minds in the eighties was full of difficulties and misconceptions on both sides…
What she saw was an ugly, ill-mannered man who pinched her knee and spilt the soup into his beard” (The 
Pargiters, 123).
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 Even as Woolf scaled down the logic of federating balance to grapple with indi-
vidual and interpersonal circumstances, her peers expanded it into a figure for historical 
progress and planetary integration: “arrested differentiation and potential readmixture,” in 
H. G Wells’ formula for world federation.  Such planetary visions have influenced 349
Woolf’s critical reception in subtle ways since mid-century, beginning notably with Erich 
Auerbach’s celebration of To The Lighthouse as a work that preserves the autonomy and 
variety of characters’ experiences within a loose formal unity: “It is precisely the random 
moment,” as he puts it, “which is comparatively independent of the unstable orders over 
which men fight and despair.”  This description of the partial and contingent order in 350
Woolf’s fiction designates a middle ground between what he identifies as the confused 
“fragmentation of external action,” on one hand, and “the first forewarnings of the com-
ing unification and simplification,” on the other hand (552-553). For Auerbach, the shift-
ing perspectives and interactions of Woolf’s characters stand apart from overarching 
structures of plot, theme, or history and yet remain integral to the work’s overall effect 
(an approach exemplified in To The Lighthouse’s notoriously bracketed references to their 
deaths). Warding off both “dissolution” and “homogenization,” her fictional world thus 
anticipates a “common life of mankind on earth” (552) that is implicitly federal in its or-
ganization. 
 Well, The Outline of History, 110.349
 Auerbach, Mimesis, 552, emphasis added.350
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 Auerbach’s poignant celebration of Woolf’s achievement deserves further histori-
cizing. Not merely fragmentary or centrifugal, her loose formal unities adapt Victorian 
conceptions of rational order and organic unity to conditions of plural and distributed 
sovereignty. While interested in establishing common ground, they also confront readers 
with the changing character of the British state, simultaneously stretched beyond recogni-
tion and and yet reduplicating its assertions of administrative, economic, and military au-
thority.  Her fiction apprehends, specifically, if amidst various other political and social 351
strains, the violence that preceded and accompanied the Empire’s 1926 rebranding of its 
white-majority Dominions as a “group of self-governing communities”—even as it de-
nied Indian demands for increased autonomy.  Such scrutiny of the negative space sur352 -
rounding moments of federation discloses the violence that established English liberties, 
as well as the racialized figures of speech and thought that sustained England’s place at 
the elevated center of a multinational imperial state. 
II. Moments of Federation: Virginia Woolf. The U.S. Civil War, and the 
Commonwealth Idea 
Had the House over the way [the Palace of Westminster] 
asked me to address them on the Ottawa Conference [or] 
 For the coexistence of “emergency" and “equipoise” in the British imperial state, see Stephen Mor351 -
ton, States of Emergency: Colonialism, Literature, and Law (2013); and Nathan Hensley, Forms of Empire: 
The Poetics of Victorian Sovereignty (2016).
 This 1926 designation, articulated by the Imperial Conference’s Balfour Declaration, did not be352 -
come legally binding until the 1931 Statute of Westminster, which removed British Parliament’s legislative 
authority over the white self-governing Dominions. Though Indian self-government was paid lip service by 
a series of constitutional reforms following the 1917 Montagu Declaration, India remained on a subordinate 
path alongside Britain’s so-called dependent colonies and protectorates.
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Tarriff Reform…I need hardly say that to refuse would 
have been easy. 
Virginia Woolf, “First Essay” in The Pargiters (1932)  353
 Though Woolf’s relationship to British imperialism and colonialism have been a 
central concern for scholars since the 1990s, there remains no comprehensive assessment 
of the many correspondences between her life and the history of the Commonwealth idea, 
including especially the close alignment between her 1920s novels and contemporaneous 
debates about India’s changing constitutional status within the Empire-Commonwealth. 
For example, Sonita Sarker notes that “Woolf and the British Commonwealth grew up 
together and separately, that is, they changed on parallel and intertwined tracks during 
this period” and uses this chronological overlap to produce a nuanced critique of the lim-
its of Woolf’s anti-imperial attitudes.  Like similar accounts of (British) Commonwealth 354
literature, though, Sarker retains a limited view of that designation’s ideological origins 
 Woolf, The Pargiters, 5-6. This first essay is “based upon a paper read to the London National So353 -
ciety for Women's Service” in 1931, printed elsewhere as "Professions for Women.”
 Sonita Sarker, "Virginia Woolf in the British Commonwealth” (2012), 66. Sarker shows how 354
Woolf's two Common Reader volumes “show a conjointed and disjointed connection to the notion of a 
British Commonwealth”: “Much like the [1926] Balfour Declaration and the [1930] British Empire Games, 
the Common Readers, while appealing to a universally shared culture, also reinforce an Englishness in rela-
tion to the diverse othernesses in the newly formed conglomeration of nations…To put it differently, the 
cultural assumptions in Woolf's two Common Readers about the shared as well as the ordinary mimic the 
assumptions about England's hypervisibility and invisibility in the Commonwealth” (66-67). Sarker also 
refers to online forums speculating about the existence of a distant Bengali relation in Woolf’s matrilineal 
ancestry (74), through intermarriage in the French territory of Pondicherry. Marriage records do indicate a 
July 2, 1703, marriage of her distant relative Frenchman Claude Brunet to “Monique, d’origine gentille, née 
au Bengale” [of gentile origin, born in Bengal] (Martineau, ed., 55). Brunet was an ancestor approximately 
five generations prior to Woolf’s aristocratic great grandmother, Adeline Pattle (née de l’Etang), to whom 
she refers in a 1941 letter. The original marriage record is worded differently than the print compendium 
and can be viewed in the digitized collection of records from France's overseas territories: http://
anom.archivesnationales.culture.gouv.fr/caomec2/.
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and contested emergence.  Thus, while arguing initially that “[t]he period of Woolf's 355
two Common Readers (1925-1933) is still the nebulous area of empire-turning-common-
wealth,” she also concludes that “Woolf can be said not to be in the British Common-
wealth in the sense that this political/cultural entity called the Commonwealth was still 
coming into being.”  356
 In fact, Sarker’s initial alignment of Woolf’s lifetime with that of the British 
Commonwealth is uncannily accurate, for discussions of creating a more or less imperial 
Commonwealth moved from academic and bureaucratic gestation into public prominence 
right around the year of Woolf's birth. John Seeley’s bestselling and perennially reprinted 
lecture series, The Expansion of England (1883), speculated that the Empire might be-
come a “federal union,” an Anglo-Saxon “world-state” that would be “the embryo of…
the modern brotherhood or loose federation of civilised nations” (19, 340, 276-277). The 
Empire was first publicly described as “a Commonwealth of Nations” the following year 
in a speech by the charismatic Archibald Philip Primrose, future chairman of the Imperial 
Federation League and British Prime Minister from 1894-1895.  The designation, 357
“British Commonwealth of Nations,” came into currency two years after Woolf published 
 T. J. Cribb’s edited collection, Imagined Commonwealths (1999), begins in the 1960s, as the decade 355
when the Commonwealth “took another step away from its ancestry in Empire,” in order to recover a sense 
of “that other commonwealth of the humane imagination which is enshrined in no constitution or language 
on earth but must remain a utopian project” (“Cambridge English and Commonwealth Literature,” 3, 4). 
Peter Kalliney’s excellent Commonwealth of Letters: British Literary Culture and the Emergence of Post-
colonial Aesthetics (2013) picks up earlier threads focused on modernist and late colonial collaboration at 
the BBC (founded in 1922) but takes WWII as its chronological and geopolitical hinge.
 Sarker, 66, 74. This last claim, though, supports her point that “during the period of the two Com356 -
mon Readers, and after it, the Commonwealth is a temporal construction, as much as a spatial one” (74).
 Quoted in Burgess, “Lord Rosebery and the Imperial Federation League, 1884-1893,” 170.357
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The Voyage Out (1915), following widespread circulation of Jan Smuts’ The British 
Commonwealth of Nations (1917), which praised U.S.-style federalism as the “govern-
ment of the future.”  Smuts’ designation gained legal traction in the 1921 Anglo-Irish 358
Treaty but stood for less than three decades: the Commonwealth ceased to be officially 
“British” within a decade of Woolf's death, when India joined as an independent member 
state in 1949.  
 Throughout Woolf’s life, then, the Commonwealth idea served ambiguously as 
both a rationale for British imperialism and a basis for articulating post-imperial aspira-
tions. It appealed to a range of positions even into the 1920s, engaging not only liberal 
imperialists such as Lionel Curtis and liberal internationalists such as Leonard Woolf but 
nationalist leaders including Mohandas Gandhi  Furthermore, historians of international 359
law and international relations have begun to assess the influence that these ideas of 
British imperial federation and Empire-Commonwealth had on later processes of decolo-
nization and neoimperialism, calling specific attention to the constitutional and historio-
graphical discourses on which these processes rely. Woolf’s political views and their in-
fluence on her fiction come into clearer focus when considered alongside these discourses 
and processes of constitutional reform. The historical shift from Victorian ideas of imper-
ial federation to visions of the Commonwealth as an international order of sovereign fed-
eral states provides a new rhetorical and ideological context for Woolf’s aesthetic choic-
 Jan Smuts, The British Commonwealth of Nation (1917), 6.358
 Perry Anderson, The Indian Ideology, 32-35.359
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es, including her long-standing interest in “moments of being… [that] put the severed 
parts together…making a character come together.”  360
 In refusing her hypothetical invitation to Westminster (in the above epigraph), 
Woolf declined to address one of the first and most substantial outcomes of the Com-
monwealth concept officially validated in 1926 and formalized in 1931: the bilateral trade 
agreements put in place during the 1932 Imperial Conference held in Ottawa. For some 
commentators, the policy of imperial preference was to provide “an introduction to a new 
era of politico-economic relations between the members of the British 
Commonwealth.”  But imperial preference was also the belated fulfillment of earlier 361
efforts, from vague Victorian proposals to Joseph Chamberlain’s ill-fated campaigns for 
tariff reform in the first years of the twentieth century. On this extended timeline, the pe-
riod Sarker identifies as key (1925-1933) hinges less crucially on imperial trade policy 
than on the question of India’s reconstitution as a federal Dominion.  
 The debate about India’s constitution and its place within the Empire-Common-
wealth tested the reach of liberal reforms while also establishing the terms for negotiating 
national self-determination in South Asia and elsewhere during decolonization.  Though 362
 Woolf, “A Sketch of the Past,” 73.360
 H. D. Hodson, “Ottawa and the New British Empire” (1932), 6.361
 “Dominion” status was a shifting term in British imperial policy but became more concrete during 362
the 1920s, with the 1926 Balfour Declaration officially christening the empire a “British Commonwealth of 
Nations” and the 1931 Statute of Westminster granting constitutional independence to the white settler 
Dominions: “The process of transition involved four main stages marking political [1907-1911], in-
ternational [1912, 1917], constitutional [1931], and legal independence [post-1980s constitutional ‘patria-
tion’]” (McIntyre, 59-61).
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often treated as separate from British or narrowly English affairs, federal developments 
abroad structured metropolitan conceptions of history, culture, and the state across the 
first (North American and Caribbean), the second (South Asian and African), and “the 
third British empire,” as Alfred Zimmern designated the Commonwealth in 1926.  In 363
the words of a prominent jurist and politician in 1900: “[W]ith the consolidation of de-
rivative [colonial] constitutions upon so-called federal principles, which is beginning to 
be so much talked about, a new set of problems is emerging for solution.”  While this 364
speaker’s immediate concern was the creation of an imperial supreme court, the “new set 
of problems” to which he alludes included (1) adjusting metropolitan historiography to 
accommodate settler self-determination within Dicey’s principles of constitutional conti-
 Alfred Zimmern, The Third British Empire (1926). Cf. Jeanne Morefield, Empires without Imperial363 -
ism, and J. D. B. Miller, "The Commonwealth and World Order: The Zimmern Vision and After,” in The 
Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 8.1, spec. issue on "The First British Commonwealth” 
(1979): 159-174. In contrast to Zimmern, contemporary historian Anthony Padgen locates the initial shift 
away from notions of unitary sovereignty in the early nineteenth century, in the transition between “first” 
and “second” European empires. Whereas post-Westphalian Europe initially defined national sovereignty 
against the heterogeneous powers and jurisdictions of pre-modern states (composite monarchies, etc.), by 
the middle of the nineteenth century empires such as Britain’s were not only interdependent with one an-
other but increasingly multinational in their internal character. As the influential Victorian jurist Henry 
Maine argued by mid-nineteenth century, “indivisibility of Sovereignty…. Does not belong in International 
Law” (quoted in Padgen, 30). However, it is not until colonial administrator Frederick Lugard’s retrospec-
tive naming (in 1922) of “indirect rule” that Padgen identifies “[t]he recognition of the need to share sover-
eignty with an indigenous people” (42). However, see Mantena for an influential account of how this pater-
nal attitude served as an “alibi” for claiming and retaining territory. 
Even in the “first” British empire, Armitage identifies a “pan-Atlantic conception of the British Em-
pire” developed by provincial elites and officials in pre-revolutionary North America and imported to Lon-
don: “when metropolitans took it up later, theirs would be the derivative discourse, not the colonists'" (Ide-
ological Origins, 9). For the debate about indigenous North American contributions to U.S. federalism, see 
Elisabeth Tooker, “The United States Constitution and the Iroquois League,” in Ethnohistory 35.4 (Autumn 
1988): 305-336; and Bruce E. Johansen, “Native American Societies and the Evolution of Democracy in 
America, 1600-1800,” in Ethnohistory 37.3 (Summer 1990): 279-290: “Thus, while the founders of the 
United States certainly did not copy the Iroquois’ matrilineal, clan-based system of governance any more 
than they copied the unwritten constitution of the British, or any other European precedent, it is possible to 
argue that the concept of [the U.S.] system of federalism, of states within a state, owes a substantial debt to 
that of the Haudenosaunee” (Johansen, 284). Cf. Tully, Strange Multiplicity (the inaugural John Seeley lec-
tures), 17-29, 116-139.
 R. B. Haldane, “Federal Constitutions Within the Empire” (1900), 162.364
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nuity and parliamentary sovereignty, and (2) the increasingly obvious anomalous position 
of England's non-settler subjects.  
 Woolf's experiments with literary character dramatize the strain placed on visions 
of individual and collective life by these transformations in the British imperial state. In 
the oft-cited passage of her manifesto on modern fiction, Woolf claims that human char-
acter radically changed “on or about December 1910.”  To the many events critics have 365
associated with her almost-precise date, we can add the debut of the The Round Table 
journal, launched in November of that year in response to the changing character of the 
Empire.  “The founders of The Round Table,” its introductory editorial explained, “have 366
an uneasy feeling that times are changing, and that the methods of yesterday will not 
serve in the competition of to-morrow. They feel that if the various communities of the 
Empire have common interest they are singularly badly equipped to pursue them.”    367
 To remedy this situation, The Round Table intended to synthesize particular local 
accounts into a comprehensive view of the causes and direction of imperial change: 
 Woolf, Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown, 4.365
 Most scholars agree that Woolf's reference to December 1910 is an allusion to the opening of the 366
controversial first Post-Impressionist Exhibition at London's Grafton Galleries, curated by Woolf’s friend 
Roger Fry (1866-1934). However, her participation in and assessment of post-impressionism also reflects 
the discourse of racial pluralism that accompanied debates about political federation; adapting her Abyssin-
ian costume from the Dreadnaught Hoax, she attended the 1911 Post-Impressionist Ball as a "Gauguin 
girl,” wearing "the printed cotton that is specially loved by negroes,” and concluded in hindsight: “The 
Post-Impressionist movement had cast—not a shadow—but its bunch of variegated lights upon us” (Woolf, 
Moments of Being, 200; qtd. in Jane Goldman, “Had there been an axe handy’: transatlantic modernism, 
Virginia Woolf and Jean Toomer,” 112).
 [Lionel Curtis, et al.], “Introductory: The Round Table” (Nov. 1910), 3.367
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It is a common complaint…that it is well-nigh impossible to understand 
how things are going with the British Empire. People feel that they belong 
to an organism which is greater than the particular portion of the King’s 
dominions where they happen to reside, which is one of the greatest of 
human fabrics, but which has no government, no Parliament, no press 
even, to explain to them where its interests lie, or what its policy should 
be…In order to dispel the ignorance on which misgivings rest, we need 
information of two kinds. On the one hand we ought to know the truth of 
what is going on in the several portions of the Empire. On the other hand 
we ought to be able to find out how the Empire is faring as a whole.  368
The Round Table group and its central figure, Lionel Curtis, would go on to develop and 
promote the revisionary idea that the British Empire was destined to become a multiracial 
commonwealth of (more or less) free nations. Their position drew on earlier revisionary 
accounts and reformist proposals that entered the mainstream beginning with Seeley’s 
The Expansion of England (1883), while emphasizing the newness and liberality of their 
approach. It combined Seeley’s blend of empiricism and idealism with the increasingly 
sophisticated practical-technical activities of colonial administration and the abstract-the-
oretical discourses of international law. This pro-imperial, reformist archive rarely ap-
pears in discussions of Woolf’s anti-imperialism, which is typically evaluated based on its 
congruities or affinities with liberal and Fabian critics of the Empire (notably her husband 
Leonard Woolf) and with strands of feminist cosmopolitanism. The imperialism to which 
they all were opposed is treated at times as if it were self-evident.  369
 Ibid., 1, 2.368
 For example, Peter Childs’ survey of the period refers to “arguments” without providing details 369
about their content, method of presentation, or implications: “James Froude in Oceania (1885), Charles 
Dilke in Greater Britain (1866-67) and Problems of Greater Britain (1890), and J. R. Seeley in The Expan-
sion of England (1883) put forward the economic and nationalistic arguments for the preservation, exten-
sion and enlargement of the Empire" (85). Childs also cites The Round Table's 1910 inaugural editorial, but 
only as an example of pre-WWI imperial patriotism (119).
	207
 Lines of divergence, though, developed through complex interactions and patterns 
of influence. For example, while Leonard Woolf’s International Government (1916) re-
jects the idea of an “International Federal State” modeled after the German Empire or the 
United States, the volume ends by invoking Lionel Curtis’ recently published manifesto 
for the Round Table vision of imperial reform: “In the British Empire and other loosely 
federated States,” Woolf concludes, “we see the beginnings of another system of gov-
ernment, and one to which International Government would necessarily approximate.”  370
In fact, Woolf’s and Curtis’ divergent views initially developed in a discussion group in-
volving Alfred Zimmern and H. G. Wells: “A small group of the [League of Nations] 
Union's more historically-minded members including Spender and Murray, Woolf and 
Curtis met with Wells each week to formulate a general history of the world ‘to show 
 Woolf, International Government (1916), 106, 367. His rejection of the former alludes to German 370
political philosophy (he positively reviewed a translation of Kant’s statements on international federation in 
1915) and to a “writer of imaginative fiction,” likely H. G. Wells: “A federation of the world, or a federa-
tion of Europe, implies the construction of an International State—a Bundesstaat. It would be necessary 
strictly and accurately to define the respective spheres of Federal and State government.… Unfortunately, it 
is only a writer of imaginative fiction who, with a wave of his pen and a row of dots across the page, can 
transport us from a world of Hague Conferences and Great Wars direct into a World Set Free…. The time 
for seriously considering an International Federal State will have arrived only when someone provides a 
draft constitution in which one can see legally defined the parts of their affairs which the British, and Per-
sian, and American, and Chinese peoples are to be called upon to place in the hands of the federal body. 
And the person who succeeds in doing this will have to go on to show that there is any possibility of two 
nations with such different institutions and ideals as, say, Persia and Britain, uniting in so close a union as is 
implied in a Federal State" (International Government, 105-106). Leonard Woolf, “Review of Kant's 'Per-
petual Peace’,” New Statesman (July 31, 1915): 398-399.
	208
how inevitable, if civilisation was to continue, was the growth of political, social and 
economic organisations into a world federation’.”  371
 Whether at national, imperial, or “world” scale, federal conceptions of the state 
relied on and yet often complicated the analogical thinking common in Western political 
thought since Socrates’ linking of self and city in the Republic.  Extending the orders of 372
“composite monarchy” and “multiple kingdoms” beyond the British Isles, imperial ex-
pansion required increasingly baroque extrapolations of this self-state analogy.  373
Socrates’ logic of similitude—“the smaller is similar to the larger”—could accommodate 
some organic metaphors for expansion, such as that offered by a West Indian sugar trader 
in 1695: “for I take England and all its Plantations to be one great Body, those being so 
 Spotts, ed., 444; Deborah Lavin, From Empire to International Commonwealth: A Biography of 371
Lionel Curtis (1995),159; quoting Wells, Experiment in Autobiography, Vol. II (1934), 707: “This was the 
common origin both of Wells's Outline of History and Curtis's Civitas Dei. Curtis never convinced the 
group the imperial organic union represented a practical step towards internationalism, but, as he later de-
scribed…they had sharpened his awareness of the importance of studying the Commonwealth in relation to 
the rest of the world” (Lavin, 159).
 He introduces the analogy in Book II, 368d-369a: “Therefore, since we aren’t clever people, we 372
should adopt the method of investigation that we’d use if, lacking keen eyesight, we were told to read small 
letters from a distance and then noticed that the same letters existed elsewhere in a larger size and on a 
larger surface…We say, don’t we, that there is the justice of a single man and also the justice of a whole 
city?…[L]et’s first find out what sort of thing justice is in a city and afterwards look for it in the individual, 
observing the ways the smaller is similar to the larger.”
 David Armitage, The Ideological Origins of the British Empire, 22-23. Armitage rejects both the 373
conventional hegemony of English history and the assumptions of the New British History (associated with 
J.G.A. Pocock and focused on incorporating the rest of Great Britain), which treat imperial expansion as a 
separate topic from national history and state-formation: “The model of composite monarchy offers fruitful 
analogies with the history of the European empires. Monarchies were compounded by the same means that 
empires were acquired: by conquest, annexation, inheritance and secession. The rulers of composite monar-
chies faced problems that would be familiar to the administrators of any empire: the need to govern dis-
tance dependencies from a powerful centre; collisions between metropolitan and provincial legislatures; the 
necessity of imposing common norms of law and culture over diverse and often resistant populations; and 
the consequent reliance of the central government on the co-optation of local elites” (23).
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many Limbs or Counties belonging to it.”  After 1707, the expansion of the English 374
constitution’s jurisdiction over Scotland was figured as a “perpetuall…union,” which 
combined the idea of organic synthesis with that of conscious though not necessarily con-
sensual organization—an ambiguity explored by Irish writers who responded to the 1800 
Acts of Union with allegorical tales about matrimonial union, happy or terrible, and phys-
ical or mental violation.  These legal and rhetorical precedents sustained versions of 375
“Britannic” nationalism and anti-Unionist dissent within the United Kingdom, but they 
also were wielded to justify or to contest territorial expansion beyond the British Isles.  376
 Noting that “Union is a principle of historiographic composition in response to 
political events,” Susan Manning tracks the language and metaphors of “union” and 
“commonwealth” that link Hume’s associationist psychology to his Unionist History of 
 John Cary, An Essay on the State of England (1695), 66-67. Cary is discussed in Beaumont, The 374
Civil Constitution, 31-32.
 “Union with England Act 1707,” Article XXV. Legislation.gov.uk. Jim Hansen traces a line from 375
these early “Unionist Gothic” romances through an increasingly internalized and formalized engagement 
with the logic of “unhappy union” in Wilde, Joyce, and Beckett (3). Joseph Valente characterizes the 
“metrocolonial” status effected by the Union as a “self-division…inflicted upon the collective identity of 
the Irish people,” both Anglo-Protestant and Gaelic-Celtic (Dracula’s Crypt, 3). Cf. Ina Ferris, The Roman-
tic National Tale and the Question of Ireland (Cambridge UP, 2002); and Joe Rezek, “The Irish National 
Tale and the Aesthetics of Union” in London and the Making of Provincial Literature: Aesthetics and the 
Transatlantic Book Trade, 1800-1850 (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 2015), 62-84.
 On Britannic nationalism in the British Isles and later in the Dominions, see Linda Colley, Britons: 376
Forging the Nation, 1707-1837 (New Haven: Yale UP, 1992); Douglas L. Cole, “The Problem of ‘National-
ism' and ‘Imperialism' in British Settlement Colonies,” Journal of British Studies 10.3 (May 1971): 
160-182; and John Darwin, “A Third British Empire? The Dominion Idea in Imperial Politics” (1999). 
Darwin euphemistically describes how “cohesion” of the empire “depended upon holding an exceptionally 
delicate balance between the conflicting interests of what had become by 1914 a huge and extremely varie-
gated Empire” (64). He emphasizes how, after a period of “Edwardian stalemate,” WWI precipitated a radi-
cal transformation of the old “Victorian Imperial system” that culminated in 1931 with new legislation on 
imports and tariffs, changes in economic policy (especially the end of the gold standard), the Statue of 
Westminster, and the Second Round Table Conference (66). For India’s place in the Empire, see John Gal-
lagher and Anil Seal, “Britain and India Between the Wars,” Modern Asian Studies 15.3 (1981): 387-414, 
which cites the eponymous protagonist of H. G. Wells’ WWI novel, Mr. Britling Sees It Through (1916): 
“now everything becomes fluid; we can re-draw the map of the world” (395).
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England (1754-61).  She points to the seventh section of his Treatise of Human Nature 377
(1739-40), titled “Of Personal Identity,” which develops the following comparison as “an 
embedded political analogy within the vocabulary of union and fragmentation [that] 
structures the expression of Hume’s ideas about personal identity” (34):  
I cannot compare the soul more properly with any thing than to a republic 
or commonwealth, in which the several members are united by reciprocal 
ties of government and subordination…And as the same individual repub-
lic may not only change its members, but also its laws and constitutions; in 
like manner the same person may vary his character and disposition, as 
well as his impressions and ideas, without losing his identity. (quoted in 
Manning, 35) 
Along with temporal “change” (as Hume describes), territorial expansion and incorpora-
tion pluralize his analogy’s terms (“several members…reciprocal ties”). His mapping of 
“laws and constitutions” onto individual “impressions and ideas,” in turn, anticipates the 
next century’s increasingly abstract and self-reflexive conceptions of the state as “mind 
knowing and willing itself after passing through the forming process of education.”  378
 For England in the second half of the nineteenth century, this education was facili-
tated by the rise of imperial history as academic discipline and popular discourse, which 
 Manning, Fragments of Union, 46.377
 Hegel’s three-part explication of the state’s “abstract actuality” can be found in Philosophy of Right, 378
§270: “(1) The abstract actuality or the substantiality of the state consists in the fact that its end is the uni-
versal interest as such and the conservation therein of particular interests since the universal interest is the 
substance of these. (2) But this substantiality of the state is also its necessity, since its substantiality is di-
vided into the distinct spheres of its activity which correspond to the moments of its concept, and these 
spheres, owing to this substantiality, are thus actually fixed determinate characteristics of the state, i.e. its 
Powers. (3) But this very substantiality of the state is mind knowing and willing itself after passing through 
the forming process of education. The state, therefore, knows what it wills and knows it in its universality, 
i.e. as something thought” (242).
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led to the creation of the Beit Chair of Colonial History at Oxford in 1905.  A signature 379
moment in these related processes of institutionalization and popularization was the pub-
lication of Seeley’s The Expansion of England (1883), comprised of lectures he delivered 
at Cambridge as Regius Professor of Modern History. Criticizing his nation’s “insular 
ignorance” of international and imperial affairs, the preface to Seeley’s bestselling and 
perennially reprinted book famously declared that “[w]e seem, as it were, to have con-
quered and peopled half the world in a fit of absence of mind.”  Such anthropomorphiz380 -
ing simultaneously challenged and presumed English subjects’ self-present agency in the 
process of expansion. Precisely because of its international awareness and empirical real-
ism, Seeley’s influential historical narrative convinced many, including W. T. Stead and 
to some degree H. G. Wells, that English absent-mindedness could be redeemed by the 
“ethnological unity” of Anglo-Saxon imperial diaspora, which was to provide the founda-
tion for a federal “world-state.”  381
 Beginning in the 1830s, as the piecemeal accumulation of heterogeneous colonies 
accelerated, officials aware of resistance to unilateral command had seen the benefits of 
introducing a “federal” architecture within the domestic logic of “union.” Critics occa-
sionally mention the abolitionist legacy of Woolf’s great grandfather, James Stephen 
 Amanda Behm, “The Bisected Roots of Imperial History: Settler World Projects and the Making of 379
a Field in Modern Britain, 1883-1912” (2011).
 John R. Seeley, “Our Insular Ignorance” (1885); and The Expansion of England: Two Courses of 380
Lectures (1883), 10. Seeley's book is often described as the first example of modern British imperial histo-
riography; it also helped to inspire the launch in 1886 of the Imperial Federation League, with which he 
was involved.
 Seeley, Expansion, 59, 339.381
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(1758-1832), who drafted the 1807 Slave Trade Act, and his son, Sir James Stephen 
(1789-1859), who helped to pass the Slavery Abolition Act in 1833.  As under-secretary 382
at the Colonial Office (1836-1847), the younger Stephen was also a constitutional re-
former who by mid-century could be found recommending “substituting a federal for a 
colonial relation” with the colonies of white settlement.  Initially laying out his position 383
on the 1837 uprisings in British North America (later Canada), he framed his middle-of-
the-road solution as a rational alternative to outdated assumptions: 
We are acting on the assumption that between colonial dependence, and 
national independence there is no resting place or middle point…To main-
tain the honor of the Crown, and the integrity of the Empire, are the only 
rational objects of British policy towards these [Canadian] provinces. The 
silent substitution of a federative union, for dominion on the one side, and 
subjection on the other, would accomplish both these ends in the most ef-
fectual manner which is now possible.  384
 See, notably, Jane Marcus on “Slavery and the Stephen Family,” in Hearts of Darkness: White 382
Women Write Race, 27-29; and Jane de Gay, “James Stephen’s Anti-Slavery Politics: A Woolfian Inheri-
tance” (2014), 27-32.
 Stephen, letter to John William Cunningham (20 Mar. 1850), in Caroline Stephen, ed., Right Hon383 -
ourable, 143-144. As he tells in this letter, Stephen takes these “the principles on which we ought to act” 
from An Essay on the Government of Dependencies (1841, rpt. 1891) by his friend George Cornewall 
Lewis (1806-1863), a founding father of the discipline of international relations (Vitalis, White World Or-
der, Black Power Politics, 25). For more on both Stephens’ time in the Colonial Office, including James 
Stephen’s role in Canadian affairs, see Leslie Stephen, The Life of Sir James Fitzjames Stephen (1895). pp. 
41-65: “He was actively concerned in the establishment of responsible government in Canada. The rela-
tions with that colony were, as my brother says, ‘confused and entangled in very possible way by personal 
and party questions at home and by the violent dissensions which existed in Canada itself.’ […] ‘Stephen’s 
opinions,’ says Taylor, ‘were more liberal than those of most of his chiefs, and at one period he gave more 
power than he intended to a Canadian Assembly from placing too much confidence in their intentions.’ […] 
I will only add that my father appears to have shared the opinions then prevalent among the Liberal party 
that the colonies would soon be detached from the mother country. On the appointment of a Govern-Gener-
al of Canada, shortly before his resignation of office, he observes in a diary that it is not unlikely to be the 
last that will ever be made” (49).
 Letter to Howick, 28 Dec 1837, Grey of Howick Papers; quoted in John Manning Ward, Colonial 384
Self-Government: The British Experience, 1759-1856 (1976), 60-61.
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He could not imagine such “silent” but immediate solutions for other places under British 
jurisdiction, which he considered “detached islands with heterogeneous populations, 
wretched burdens to this country”: “We emancipate our grown-up sons, but keep our un-
married daughters, and our children who may chance to be ricketty, in domestic 
bonds.”  Nonetheless, his comments are some of the first attempts, official or otherwise, 385
to apply federal arrangements in the second British empire. 
 The pace of federal reforms accelerated in the decades that followed, with the 
U.S. Civil War providing British commentators both historical confirmation of the idea's 
validity and an exemplary model of a partially decentralized imperial state. The war's 
“immediate impact,” as Robert Young notes, “was to highlight the North’s commitment 
to the federal system”: “Commentators pointed to the marked contrast between the re-
solve of the North’s fight to prevent the dismemberment of the Union and the contempo-
rary Liberal English sentiment that the Empire should be allowed to break up.”  The 386
“fight” for a vision of imperial unity spun far beyond specific policy proposals, involving 
not only questions about history and culture but new anthropomorphic metaphors for the 
state. By the end of the nineteenth century, federal union had become standard protocol 
for consolidating colonial administrations and preserving imperial or, later, postcolonial 
 Stephen, Right Honourable, 144.385
 Robert J. C. Young, The Idea of English Ethnicity (2008), 183. “The American Civil War may in the 386
short term have alienated Britain and the US, but in the longer term it created a new sense of ‘the Anglo-
Saxon’ and the possibility of a political or quasi-spiritual federation between Anglo-Saxon peoples. Its im-
mediate impact in Britain, however, was to highlight the North’s commitment to the federal system. Com-
mentators pointed to the marked contrast between the resolve of the North’s fight to prevent the dismem-
berment of the Union and the contemporary Liberal English sentiment that the Empire should be allowed to 
break up” (ibid.).
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cohesion. Federal arrangements were implemented—or attempted—in Canada (1840, 
1867), South Africa (1854, 1874, 1910), Australia (1867, 1901), the Federated Malay 
States (1895), India (1935), and other regions during and after decolonization (e.g., Nige-
ria, the Central African Federation, the West Indies). The turn into the twentieth century 
saw proliferating discussions about how to formalize relationships not only within but 
amongst the Empire’s combined but uneven parts. In uneasy tension with the absent-
minded flexibility of Cobdenite or free trade imperialism, interest returned to the idea of 
imperial federation articulated as early as Adam Smith's The Commonwealth of Nations 
(1776).   387
 The idea was prominent enough by 1902 that John Hobson’s influential economic 
analysis of imperialism could criticize visions of “Christendom thus laid out in a few 
great federal Empires, each with a retinue of uncivilised dependencies.”  Hobson noted 388
that such talk about European federation naively masked new forms of “economic para-
sitism,” in which “the white races, discarding labour in its more arduous forms, live as a 
sort of world-aristocracy by the exploitation of ‘lower races,’ while they hand over the 
policing of the world more and more to members of these same races.”  His economic 389
analysis was a precursor to Vladimir Lenin’s materialist analysis of imperialism, as well 
 Marc-William Palen, "Adam Smith as Advocate of Empire, c. 1870-1932” (2014) V. G. Kiernan 387
notes that “Franklin himself and many others who worked for independence had long wanted the empire to 
turn itself into a federation, like many Irish and some Indian nationalists in later days” (5).
 John Hobson, Imperialism: A Study (1902), 351.388
 Hobson, Imperialism, 205, 206.389
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as to later interventions in imperial historiography that emphasized the importance of 
Britain's extensive informal empire even during the period of its growing 
formalization.  By analyzing informal modes of expansion, later economic historians 390
turned attention to the variable mechanisms of British imperialism and produced analyses 
of the long history of its economic impetus, influentially characterized as a form of “gen-
tlemanly capitalism” with roots in landed wealth yet based increasingly out of London's 
financial service and commercial sectors.  391
 As John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson wrote in the 1953 article outlining their influential “impe390 -
rialism of free trade” thesis, focus on institutions and constitutions had distracted historians from the “invis-
ible flag” of informal empire: “The orthodox view of nineteenth-century imperial history remains that laid 
down from the standpoint of the racial and legalistic concept which inspired the Imperial Federation 
movement” (12, 1, emphasis added). Methodologically, their point was crucial. Denying that the late Victo-
rian turn toward formal empire marked a significant historical break, a premise accepted in previous ac-
counts of economic imperialism by John Hobson and Leonard Woolf, they renewed focus on Britain's ac-
tivities beyond both settler and territorial colonies in order to establish the “fundamental continuity in 
British expansion throughout the nineteenth century" (5). This continuity stemmed, in their argument, from 
the “interchange[ability]” of formal and informal empire (6): “we are faced with the task of re-fashioning 
the interpretations resulting from defective concepts of organic constitutional empire on the one hand and 
Hobsonian 'imperialism' on the other...What was overlooked was the inter-relation of its economic and po-
litical arms; how political action aided the growth of commercial supremacy, and how this supremacy in 
turn strengthened political influence.” (7). Extending this focus, while challenging their privileging of in-
dustrialization as a factor in expansion, P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins' analysis of "gentlemanly capitalism" 
specified London's financial sector as the hub of imperialism's material manifestations and cultural modes: 
"In recognizing the limitations of a constitutional definition of empire, and in pursuing the ramifications of 
informal empire, historians have exchanged coherence for complexity. The resulting division of labour has 
advanced our knowledge of the parts, but has made it harder to comprehend the whole" (Cain and Hopkins 
1987, 19). The term “informal empire” was introduced in Charles R. Fay’s Imperial Economy and its Place 
in the Formation of Economic Doctrine, 1600-1932 (1934) but did not gain widespread attention until after 
World War II, when a model was needed to explain the United States’ international dominance; cf. Gregory 
A. Barton, Informal Empire and the Rise of One World Culture (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp. 
10-14.
 P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, “Gentlemanly Capitalism and British Expansion Overseas, I. The Old 391
Colonial System, 1688-1860” (1986), and “Gentlemanly Capitalism and British Expansion Overseas, II. 
New Imperialism, 1850-1945” (1987). With their eye on trade and monetary policy, Cain and Hopkins 
point to a much later high-water mark for unionist sentiment: “By I929, empire unity was a principle which 
appealed to the City and to the industrial provinces, and to both Conservative and Labour voters" (Cain and 
Hopkins 1987, 14). While important for understanding the geographically and institutionally centralized 
interests guiding British imperialism, their absolute privileging of metropolitan finance requires a one-sided 
focus on the metropolitan concentration of power: “Explanations of imperialism ought to begin with a close 
study of economic structure and change in Britain: geopolitical and 'peripheral' considerations have their 
place in the total picture, but only within the context of impulses emanating from the metropolis” (17-18).
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 These later interventions responded to the ideological character of constitutional 
history in England and the United States, which “promot[ed] the growth of empire and 
the Anglo-American ‘special relationship’” between 1870 and 1960: “[constitutional] his-
torians in Britain and America fastened on a narrative of constitutional evolution within a 
framework of Anglophone exceptionalism.”  However, in the past ten years the pendu392 -
lum, comparative studies of federalism and renewed interest in the specific case of British 
imperial federation have renewed interest in the “racial and legalistic” underpinnings of 
federation discourse in and around “the official mind of British imperialism.”  Avoiding 393
a narrow focus on constitutional evolution and innovation, as well earlier constitutional 
history's Anglo-exceptionalism, historians have begun to address imperial federalism on 
its own terms and to trace its afterlife in postcolonial and international contexts through-
out the twentieth century.  For though British constitutionalism’s exceptionalist organi394 -
cism and its Diceyan commitment to parliamentary sovereignty ensured the rejection of 
any formalized mechanisms for federating the “Britannic” Commonwealth as a whole, 
federation became the instrument of choice for transferring colonial administrations to 
postcolonial states.  395
 Anthony Brundage and Richard A. Cosgrove, The Great Tradition: Constitutional History and Na392 -
tional Identity (1999), xii, xi.
 Gallagher and Robinson, op. cit.; Gallagher and Robinson, with Alice Denny,  Africa and the Victo393 -
rian: The Official Mind of British Imperialism (1963; I. B. Tauris, 2015).
 Armitage, “Greater Britain: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis?” (1999); Bell, “Beyond the 394
Sovereign State” (2014); and Koditschek and Collins, op. cit.
 W. David McIntyre, The Britannic Vision, 113; Watts, New Federations (1966).395
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 As indicated above, the politics of federalism was accompanied by new figures 
for self and subjectivity. Published a year prior to Seeley’s Expansion of England, in the 
year of his daughter Virginia’s birth, Leslie Stephen’s 1882 treatise on evolutionary ethics 
extended the Unionist resonances of Hume’s associationist psychology, offering federa-
tion as a metaphor for the “microcosm” of mental order and individual “constitution”: 
Man, in fact, is a microcosm as complex as the world which is mirrored in 
his mind; he is a federation incompletely centralised, a hierarchy of nu-
merous and conflicting passions…He is in some sense a unit, but his unity 
is such as to include an indefinite number of partly independent sensibili-
ties…  396
Stephen’s own encounter with the politics of federalism was transatlantic in scope, as his 
first visit to the United States took place during the Civil War. He met Boston abolitionist 
and future godfather to Virginia Woolf, James Russell Lowell, and held brief conference 
in Washington with “old Abe,” as Stephen called him.  Stephen shaped English percep397 -
tions of the war through his The TIMES on the American War (1863/1915), a long polemi-
cal essay he published upon his return to England.  Focused on inaccuracies and con398 -
 Leslie Stephen, The Science of Ethics (1882), 68-69. Gillian Beer writes that Hume was Stephen’s 396
favorite philosopher” and, specifically, "the eighteenth-century philosopher he most admired” (4, 30). On 
Hume and Unionism as “a structure of thinking,” see Manning, Fragments of Union, 2.
 Noel Annan, Leslie Stephen: The Godless Victorian (1984), 56; Frederic William Maitland, ed., The 397
Life and Letters of Leslie Stephen (1904), 118-119. In letters home, he reported seeing Emerson, 
Hawthorne, and Longfellow and meeting Boston’s leading abolitionists (James Russell Lowell, Oliver 
Wendell Holmes, Wendell Phillips, and William Lloyd Garrison). Stephen’s affinity for Lowell (U.S. Am-
bassador to England, 1880-1885) conforms to critics’ understanding of the Stephen family as reformers 
(Horace Elisha Scudder, James Russell Lowell: A Biography, Vol. II [Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1901], 
115; Martin S. Duberman, James Russell Lowell [Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1966], 298-299, 447).
 Stephen's cousin Edward Dicey (1832-1911) produced a similar book two years prior. Dedicated to 398
John Stuart Mill and consisting of equal parts travelogue, historical survey, and political essay, his two-vol-
ume Six Months in the Federal States (London: Macmillan, 1863) was intended to “render some little ser-
vice towards creating a more friendly feeling between the two great English-speaking nations of the world” 
(viii).
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tradictions in the Times’ coverage of the war, especially its insistence that economic and 
territorial ambitions were the North’s primary motives for going to war, Stephen's ac-
count challenged English sympathies for the Confederacy and provided “a revelation,” in 
the words of English historian George Trevelyan, of “some faint conception of the truth 
of the American struggle.”  399
 Ephemera and artifacts from this transatlantic milieu litter Woolf's archive. A pho-
to scrapbook she may have arranged in an early phase of research for Three Guineas 
(1938) includes a page of photographs of Lincoln (x2), Lee, Grant, Jefferson Davis, and 
William Lloyd Garrison.  Writing one of her first published reviews led her to consult 400
Woodrow Wilson’s account of slavery, economy, and “States Rights” in the decades lead-
 Quoted in Maitland, 128. Stephen himself could be critical of passions for federalism, for example 399
criticizing Edward Freeman’s two-volume History of Federal Government in Greece and Italy (1863): “He 
fancied that because the Achaean League and the Swiss Cantons and the United States all had this point in 
common [Federal Government], and that they represented the combinations of partly independent States, 
their history would be in a sense continuous. The obvious consideration that the federations differed in 
every possible way, in their religions and state of civilisation and whole social structure, might be neglect-
ed. Freeman’s tendency to be indifferent to everything which was not in the narrowest sense political led 
him to this—as it seems to me—pedantic conception” (“Science and Politics,” 82). Stephen’s recommenda-
tion of a more serious “sociological study” (83) of history returns him to the domestic frame of the nation: 
“English history, where we have a continuous growth over many centuries” (84). Such study was not to be 
of English-speaking peoples, as Charles Dilke offered in Greater Britain: A Record of Travel in English-
Speaking Countries (1868), but “a genuine history of the English people” (83).
 Vara Neverow, “Thinking Back Through Our Mothers, Thinking in Common: Virginia Woolf’s Pho400 -
tographic Imagination and the Community of Narrators in Jacob’s Room, A Room of One’s Own, and Three 
Guineas”(1998), 67, and “Table 1,” 88-89 (compiled by Krystyna Colburn). The notebook discussed is 
MH1, one of eight in the Frederic R. Koch Collection (Harvard Theater Collection, Pusey Library). A sec-
ond page in the notebook includes a third picture of Lincoln, alongside images of Emerson and Chase. 
The content and organization of the notebook fall somewhere between the five other family photo al-
bums contained in the collection (along with a small collection of photos relating to Leonard’s time in Cey-
lon) and the sorts of note- and scrapbooks that comprised Virginia’s research for essays such as Three 
Guineas. Thus, Neverow speculates, the notebook contains some of Woolf’s earliest research for this book. 
Technically a collection of cartes-de-visite from the 1860s, its contents were likely collected by Leslie 
Stephen during and after his transatlantic trips, with later additions from after Leslie Stephen’s death (pos-
sibly through the 1910s and 1920s). Though Neverow suggests that Woolf organized the images as “mug 
shots of perpetrators” (Neverow, 66), it remains unclear what role Woolf herself had in arranging and main-
taining the album, and to what purposes she may have put it.
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ing up to the U.S Civil War. As she concluded in her research notes, “S[outh] & N[orth] 
could no longer find the same Constitution [to] meet their needs.”  Woolf used Wilson's 401
account of competing regional economies and of abolitionist protests against the west-
ward expansion of slavery to provide context for the view of plantation life she found in 
the book under review, as her notes summarize it: “a colony…by which all the people 
were fed. [A]…supporting community. Slavery a benefit because it civilizes the slaves[.] 
The slaves much more prosperous than the free negroes today.”  402
 On the other hand, she found a “readable and interesting statement of the North-
ern case,” as she put it, in John Drinkwater’s 1918 play, Abraham Lincoln, performed in 
Arnold Bennett’s Hammersmith Theater (after large attendance at the Birmingham 
 “Notes on circa 45 books read in review for ‘The Guardian’, ‘The Academy’, ‘Times', and ‘The 401
Speaker’ by Virginia Stephen" (1905-1906), Monk’s House Papers (University of Sussex), SxMs-18/2/B/1/
A, reverse of p. 1; listed as Notebook XXXV in Brenda Silver, Virginia Woolf's Reading Notebook, 
170-171. As Beth Rigel Daugherty notes, Woolf’s interpretive comments in these notes are few, relative to 
the rest of this notebook, and even these make comparative reference to English society and history; her 
focus instead was on collecting basic information, due to what the review itself calls “a culpable ignorance 
of the America of the [Eighteen] Fifties” (Daugherty, “Reading, Taking Notes, and Writing: Virginia 
Stephen’s Reviewing Practice,” 33; Woolf, “A Belle of the Fifties,” rev. of A Belle of the Fifties: Memoirs 
of Mrs Clay, of Alabama. Put into Narrative Form by Ada Sterling [Heinemann, 1905], first published in 
the Guardian, 8 Feb. 1905, collected in Essays, Vol. 1 [pp. 17-22], 17).
 Monk’s House Papers, SxMs-18/2/B/B/1/A, p. 7. Woolf's published review gradually ironizes this 402
rosy view of plantation life: “Mrs Clay…was brought up in Tuscaloosa, the capital of Alabama, where the 
old aristocratic tradition of the South was splendidly preserved, and the planters lived the lives of great 
English landowners, with vast estates and retinues of slaves dependent on them. All this was pleasant and 
as it should be, and the little girl was brought up to honour three things religiously—her name, blood, and 
section; her Bible; and the Richmond Enquirer” (17-18); and later, at the war's end: “She stayed at the great 
Redcliffe estate in South Carolina, where 400 slaves where owned by one man.… Their lives were of idyl-
lic peace and prosperity, according to Mrs Clay, and the freedom for which they were not ready was a gift 
that they abused. After peace was made she describes how she went back to her husband's city to be jostled 
in the streets by the now insolent and emancipated negroes, and the conclusion she draws is, naturally, the 
conclusion of the deposed aristocrat” (20).
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Repertory Theatre) and published with his introduction that year.  For Drinkwater, the 403
play clarified the “governing idea” shared between the United States and England, “an 
idea toward which our English national purpose has always been.”  Michèle Barrett has 404
documented Woolf's rejection of such purposes, which Drinkwater shared with other 
English commentators such as Sinclair Kennedy (1875-1947), author of The Pan-Angles: 
A Consideration of the Federation of the Seven English-Speaking Nations (1914), and 
George Louis Beer (1872-1920), author of The English Speaking Peoples: Their Future 
Relations and Joint International Obligations (1917). Like Drinkwater, Beer’s Anglo-
Saxonist defense of imperialism insisted that “[i]ts significance is moral even more than 
material…It is a question of preserving the unity of a great race.”  Woolf copied this 405
passage into her research notes for Leonard Woolf's 1920 book on the economic exploita-
 Virginia Woolf, “Abraham Lincoln” (TLS, 31 Oct. 1918; rev. of 1918 Sidgwick and Jackson 403
edition), in Essays, Vol. 2 (pp. 322-323), 323. Bennett, “Introductory Note,” in Drinkwater, Abraham Lin-
coln, x. At Hammersmith, Lincoln was played by Irish actor William J. Rea (ibid.). Leonard Woolf men-
tions Drinkwater as a “distinguished and successful poet” and sarcastically associates his traditionalist liter-
ary criticism with “the angels,” in contrast to “the side of the poetic apes and Bolsheviks” (“The Modern 
Nightingales,” in Essays, 93). Woolf’s essay opens by invoking the same language about epochal change as 
Orlando: “Poetry is probably nearer than any other branch of literature to what may be vaguely defined as 
the spirit of the age, or perhaps a little more concisely as the creative spirit of the age" (91).
 Drinkwater, Lincoln: The World Emancipator (1920), 47, 79. Though Woolf found the play’s pro404 -
tagonist “speaking good sense, good morality, and tolerable prose,” she complained that reading the text of 
the play was “like hearing music played by one instrument—and that a piano—a piece which demands a 
whole orchestra of brass and string” (ibid.). Drinkwater’s play attempts to balance the overlapping causes of 
the war—secession and slavery—while emphasizing Union as the vehicle of Liberty: the North's rationale 
is “[t]o preserve the Union, and to abolish slavery,” in the play’s language: “And, where strife was, shall 
union be, / And, where was bondage, liberty. / The word is spoken… / Night passes” (52, 64). Nonetheless, 
the play’s rhetorical and affective weight centers on the question of how to “ensure the integrity of the 
union” (39). The underlying struggle is to recognize that “the Union is the Union—you can't get over that,” 
as one character puts it, insisting that “to break up the country like that means the decline of America” (20).
 George Louis Beer, The English Speaking Peoples:  (1917); quoted in Michèle Barrett,“Virginia 405
Woolf’s Research for Empire and Commerce in Africa (Leonard Woolf, 1920)” (2013), 103.
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tion of Africa, one of many such statements that she selected as examples of imperial 
self-regard.   406
 Her criticism of imperial designs could be vocal as well as textual. When Vita 
Sackville-West's diplomat husband Harold Nicolson asserted the “English genius…for 
government” in a summer 1927 conversation with Virginia, she responded by asking: 
“Why not grow, change? […] [C]an’t you see that nationality is over? All divisions are 
now rubbed out, or about to be.”  Nonetheless, her understanding of nationality’s poten407 -
tial end and her ideas about national history’s relationship to literary tradition draw on 
contemporary federation discourse, even as she adapts it to her own feminist and cos-
mopolitan ends. Her 1925 essay “American Fiction” closes by drawing an analogy be-
tween the Americans and the Elizabethans, an analogy meant to explain the potential for 
future order she sees embodied in U.S. national culture: 
[I]n America there is…a new land, its tin cans, its prairies, its cornfields 
found disorderly about like a mosaic of incongruous pieces waiting order 
at the artist’s hands; while the people are equally diversified into frag-
ments of many nationalities. To describe, to unify, to make order out of all 
these severed parts, a new art is needed and the control of a new 
tradition.  408
Woolf saw this “new art” embodied, for instance, in Walt Whitman’s “power to include[,] 
[which] grew greater and greater,” and in Henry James’ “conception [of]…not a plot, or a 
 Barrett, “Virginia Woolf’s Research,” 98, 100.406
 Quoted in Hermione Lee, Virginia Woolf (1996), 503.407
 Woolf, “American Fiction” (1 Aug. 1925, Saturday Review of Literature). Essays, Vol. 4 (pp. 408
269-280), 278, emphasis added. 
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collection of characters, or a view of life, but something more abstract, more difficult to 
grasp, the weaving together of many themes into theme.”   409
 Woolf's criticism during this decade often assumes this “unify[ing]” vocation for 
fiction, which adds political connotations to her extended metaphors of literary sociability 
in Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown (the novelist as hostess, facilitating conversation through 
up-to-date conventions of storytelling). Her comments in that earlier essay about “syntax 
disintegrated” in modern novels and in poems such as “The Love Song of J. Alfred 
Prufrock” echo Eliot’s own 1921 discussion of a “dissociation of sensibility,” which he 
says required poets since the time of the English Civil Wars to become “more and more 
comprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if necessary, 
language into his meaning.”  Introducing a model of writerly practice he would develop 410
further in “Ulysses, Order, and Myth” (1923), Eliot’s 1921 essay describes the poet's in-
tellectual work in terms similar to Woolf’s description of American fiction: “a degree of 
heterogeneity of material compelled into unity by the operation of the poet’s mind” (243). 
Like Woolf, Eliot moves from terms of conscious rupture (“disintegrated,” “dissociation,” 
“dislocated”) to continued aspirations for formal unity. But in contrast to organicist views 
 Woolf, “Visits to Walt Whitman (3 Jan. 1918, Times Literary Supplement), in Essays, Vol. 2 [pp. 409
205-208], 207; and “The Method of Henry James” (TLS, 26 Dec. 1918), in Essays, Vol. 2 [pp. 346-349], 
348, emphasis added. Woolf quotes James’ 1898 explanation to Harper’s Weekly of his design for The 
Awkward Age, in which he drew the following on a sheet of paper: “[A] circle consisting of a number of 
small rounds disposed at equal distances around a central object. The central object was my situation, my 
subject in itself, to which the thing would owe its title, and the small rounds represent so many distinct 
lamps, as I liked to call them, the function of each of which would be to light with all due intensity one of 
its aspects” (quoted in Woolf, 348).
 T.S. Eliot, “The Metaphysical Poets” (1921), 247, 248.410
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of formal unity, which attend to the qualities of an aesthetic object, their observations pay 
special attention to process (and “method”). The terms they apply to the process indicates 
a modernist permutation of the federal structure of feeling that seeks a synthesis between 
opposing terms of unity in diversity, or of multiplicity in unity. 
 Of course, Woolf describes the American “mosaic” in terms of ethnic and cultural 
diversity, rather than a federal distribution of powers. In this conflation of domains (or 
elision of the political domain), she repeats the trope of cultural federation that allowed 
Americans such as Horace Kallen (1882-1974) and Randolph Bourne (1886-1918) to 
treat multiculturalism as the consummation of “a federated ideal.” Bourne articulates this 
ideal in his article on “Trans-national America”:  
Do we not see how the national colonies in America, deriving power from 
the deep cultural heart of Europe and yet living here in mutual toleration…
may work out a federated ideal? America is transplanted Europe, but a Eu-
rope that has not been disintegrated and scattered in the transplanting as in 
some Dispersion. Its colonies live here inextricably mingled, yet not ho-
mogeneous. They merge but they do not fuse. America is a unique socio-
logical fabric, and it bespeaks poverty of imagination not to be thrilled at 
the incalculable potentialities of so novel a union of men.  411
For the American pluralists, political union derived not from cultural assimilation but 
from the joining of diverse social elements in “a federation of cultures,” particularly that 
“cosmopolitan federation of national colonies” that made “America…already the world-
federation in miniature  (91, 93). Woolf extends Bourne’s application of the federal ideal 
from the analysis of “sociological fabric” to the “fabric” of prose narrative. 
 Randolph S. Bourne, "Trans-national America” (1916), 93, 96, 91.411
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 Published two years after “American Fiction,” Woolf’s essay “Poetry, Fiction and 
the Future” (1927) identifies formal parameters for the “new art” or “new tradition” that 
would enable unifying description. She recommends a greater degree of formal hybridi-
ty—an interweaving of lyric poetry and the novel—before noting the obstacles that might 
prevent such a synthesis. “On all sides,” she writes, “writers are attempting what they 
cannot achieve, are forcing the form they use to contain a meaning which is strange to it”: 
[F]or our generation and the generation that is coming the lyric cry of ec-
stasy or despair which is so intense, so personal and so limited, is not 
enough. The mind is full of monstrous, hybrid, unmanageable emotions…. 
[T]hat all bonds of union seem broken, yet some control must exist—it is 
in this atmosphere of doubt and conflict that writers have now to create, 
and the fine fabric of a lyric is no more fitted to contain this point of view 
than a rose leaf to envelop the rugged immensity of a rock.  412
Woolf's insistence here on the limitations of the lyric voice—“so personal and so limited”
—reflects her interest in the “invisible presences” that influence character: her desire to 
create a poetic prose that would sustain, in Theodor Adorno’s description, the lyric’s 
“subjective expression of…social antagonism.”  Her consideration of “atmosphere” and 413
“conflict” suggests the social valence of her notion of moments of being, which tem-
porarily bring the monstrous, hybrid, unmanageable state of mind she describes above 
into view as an ordered whole. The phrase “bonds of union,” in particular, echoes the eu-
 Woolf, “Poetry, Fiction and the Future” (August 1927), in Essays, Vol. 4, 429-430. Published simul412 -
taneously in the New York Herald Tribune as “The Narrow Bridge of Art” (14 Aug. 1927). Cf. Cain and 
Hopkins on India’s shifting status in the 1920s: “India was expected to assist Britain's return to pre-war 
normality…India was a hybrid: a Dominion as far as tariffs were concerned, but a colony in monetary af-
fairs” (British Imperialism, 199).
 Woolf, “A Sketch of the Past” (1939), in Moments of Being, 80; Theodor Adorno, “On Lyric Poetry 413
and Society” (1958), 45.
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phemistic language typically used to name the foundations of imperial cohesion. By 
translating the euphemism into subjective terms (“mind,” “emotions,” “point of view”), 
Woolf uses the anthropomorphic model of state to make “union” a problem for writers of 
narrative fiction—a problem of characterization.  414
 Woolf confronts the problem of how to characterize “monstrous, hybrid, unman-
ageable emotions” throughout her novels of the 1920s, displacing the geopolitical sub-
stance of federation in order to scrutinize its affective and aesthetic content.  A passage 415
from her draft of To The Lighthouse (1927) is concisely suggestive, as it traces the politi-
cal implications and allegorical dimensions of her characteristic reflections on sociality, 
temporality, and individual consciousness.  Presenting Lily Briscoe’s thoughts in a sec416 -
tion of self-narrated monologue, the passage describes a sequence of desires that alter-
nately bring people together and divide them: “the compulsion none the less to be forever 
in some relation, to keep close to one[’]s kind.” This third-person singular perspective 
 For example, the inaugural 1849 issue of the Anglo-Saxon Magazine identified the English lan414 -
guage as the “one Bond of Union which can embrace all our Race” (quoted in Young, 184-185). Commen-
tators in the 1920s continued to cite Lord Rosebery’s contention that “it was a question of tightening the 
bonds of union, or facing the prospect of losing the colonies altogether” (Barker,	“The New British Empire” 
[1921-1922], 456).
 Compare with her more iconic, and Pater-like, statement in “Modern Fiction” (orig. “Modern Nov415 -
els” [1919]): “The mind receives a myriad impressions…Is it not the task of the novelist to convey this 
varying, this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever aberration or complexity it may display, with 
as little mixture of the alien and external as possible?” (The Common Reader [1925], ed. Andrew McNeillie 
[Orlando: Harvest, 1984], 146-154; 150).
 For a detailed reading of the novel as imperial allegory, see Janet Winston’s “‘Something Out of 416
Harmony’: To The Lighthouse and the Subject(s) of Empire,” in Woolf Studies Annual 2 (1996): 39-70. 
Winston views the story’s subtext of the 1926 General Strike within the “larger revolutionary context” that 
included Indian Non-Cooperation and Gandhian non-violence (56). For Winston, To The Lighthouse “offers 
abstraction as a method of interrogating imperialism” and “use[s] formal innovation to force the viewer to 
be implicated in the process of Empire’s reimagining” (65, 66).
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presents “relation” and its implied opposite (exclusion according to “kind”) as a dynamic 
at once subjective and impersonal; the pronoun “one” is ambiguously reflexive and ex-
pansive, referring simultaneously to the implied subject of the sentence (Lily herself) and 
an unspecified general case.  
 The statement’s grammatical ambiguity then opens onto ethical, political, and aes-
thetic domains, collated through abrupt shifts in topic and scale: 
[T]he stress that was always being laid on them all to be forever striving 
after something [^perfection], were it a sinless state, a republic, or a pic-
ture such as she [Lily] imagines; but what? Here a republic without war or 
crime; here the abolition of capital punishment; a philosophy; & their at-
tempts at union & their flying apart again; & then it was all queer enough 
& the same sometimes[.]  417
Social pressures and ethical demands “stress” the characters (and their imaginations), but 
“philosophy” also motivates their “attempts at union.” More important than lines of cau-
sation and motivation, the passage mingles these domains, blurring the scale between 
what might be interpersonal exclusions and xenophobic ones. Ideal moral conditions (“a 
sinless state”) are listed paratactically alongside ideal political states (“a republic”) and 
art objects. This disorienting interlude returns quickly enough to more quotidian 
thoughts, ending in series of truncated lines about moments of “silence” and “ignorance” 
 Berg Materials for To The Lighthouse, Notebook 3, Fol. 299, Fol. 257, 366/396. Web. Woolf Online. 417
10 Dec. 2015. The tension between attempted “union” and “flying apart” structures Woolf’s 1925 short 
story, “Together and Apart,” originally collected in A Haunted House and Other Stories (1944) and repub-
lished in Mrs. Dalloway’s Party, ed. Stella McNichol (San Diego: Harvest, 1973), pp. 48-55. The story 
lingers over an encounter between two self-conscious young people, who experience brief moments of 
connection and then relief when their conversation comes to a close and they are absorbed back into the life 
of the party.
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in a person’s life and relationships.  The passing reference to “union,” then, not only 418
transitions from the political realm back to the personal but carries the topos of “war or 
crime” into the domain of daily friendship and activity, “all queer enough & the same 
sometimes.”  By framing the personal in terms of the political, and vice versa, Woolf 419
explores the affective and rhetorical exchanges between the two domains; individual sub-
jectivity and interpersonal relations become forums for evaluating the progress and con-
stitution of states. 
 She employs this interstitial, intersecting treatment of life and politics to address 
the question of “union” in scenes from Jacob’s Room (1922) and Mrs. Dalloway (1925). 
Dropping the more conventionally omniscient narrators of her first two novels, Jacob’s 
Room relies on a self-consciously constrained narrator whose frustrations anticipate those 
of Orlando’s biographer-narrator. Mental and social constraints (gaps in memory or 
communication, exclusion from the university) repeatedly tilt the narrator’s attention 
from the book’s inscrutable title character toward otherwise minor characters, whose per-
spectives and language redirect but are ultimately incorporated within the primary narra-
 The free-flowing passage continues, roughly: “& the wonder, which with years grew rather than 418
diminished […] / & the extraordinary silence in which the day went by, the rare, the diminishing, silence…
separating one from another, / & the ignorance & the narrow bounds that were / & the twist, given, rightly 
or wrongly, to the whole fabric / & how in an instant one divined what  [it was]” (ibid.).
 Compare the interacting forces of economic integration and marital “union” in this passage from 419
Jacob's Room: 
About this time a firm of merchants having dealings with the East put on the market little paper flow-
ers which opened on touching water. As it was the custom also to use finger-bowls at the end of dinner, 
the new discovery was found of excellent service. In these sheltered lakes the little coloured flowers 
swam and slid; surmounted smooth slippery waves, and sometimes foundered and lay like pebbles on 
the glass floor. Their fortunes were watched by eyes intent and lovely. It is surely a great discovery that 
leads to the union of hearts and foundation of homes. The paper flowers did no less. (111)
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tor’s account of Jacob’s life. This multiply refracted perspective establishes the book’s 
seemingly comprehensive social range. 
 Toward the end of the narrative, one of these diversions provides readers with a 
foil for the book’s inaccessible protagonist. At the same time, the passage doubles as 
oblique commentary on the book’s unusual form, with its dispersed but variously linked 
perspectives: 
Then Jinny Carslake, after her affair with Lefanu the American painter, 
frequented Indian philosophers, and now you find her in pensions in Italy 
cherishing a little jeweler’s box containing ordinary pebbles picked off the 
road. But if you look at them steadily, she says, multiplicity becomes uni-
ty, which is somehow the secret of life…  420
In miniature scale, the anecdote’s sequential and aleatory presentation (“after,” “now”) 
parallels Jinny’s international travels and intimate relationships: American, Indian, Ital-
ian; Lefanu, philosophers, ordinary pebbles. In contrast to “the rugged immensity of a 
rock” Woolf describes in “Poetry, Fiction and the Future” the pebbles collected by Jinny 
(one of Woolf’s several nicknames) symbolize the story’s multiple but severely limited—
and occasionally dull—points of view. The book’s striking typography embodies the neg-
ative space separating the pebbles: large blocks of blank page appear to hold space for 
unpublished paragraphs. The gaps in print reinforce the theme of a hero gone preemptive-
ly missing in action and make the lack of information about his absence present material-
ly on the page. In this way, the mystical vision Jinny attempts to explain to an unspecified 
 Virginia Woolf, Jacob’s Room (1922), 180. Future references included parenthetically.420
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“you” provides a gloss on “the secret” of Jacob’s life narrative: its integral composition 
by and through such partial, indeterminate measures. And yet the sentence’s final clause 
turns against her epiphanic moment, ironizing her sentimental appropriation of Indian 
philosophy: “though it [her vision of unity] does not prevent her from following the mac-
aroni as it goes round the table, and sometimes, on spring nights, she makes the strangest 
confidences to shy young Englishmen” (180). 
 Taken cumulatively, the narrator’s wandering attentions are able to suggest the 
sheer scope of influences on Jacob’s life. Mirroring the extension of Jacob’s historical 
knowledge at school, the narrator tracks the course of a “heavy wind” passing through his 
rooms at Cambridge to their origins over “the grey waves in the hot Indian ocean” (58). 
At first glance a moment of lyrical indulgence, this enlarged setting gradually encroaches 
on Jacob’s consciousness. After hearing Captain Barefoot “sometimes talk, as the evening 
waned, about Ireland or India” (123), Jacob is able to connect previous references to his 
Uncle Morty’s “downfall and possible demise” (14) to specific locations in southern Asia. 
He imagines himself typical in this change: 
At the age of twelve or so, having given up dolls and broken our steam 
engines, France, but much more probably Italy, and India almost for a cer-
tainty, draws the superfluous imagination. One's aunts have been to Rome; 
and every one has an uncle who was last heard of—poor man—in Ran-
goon. (189) 
Likewise in cultural institutions, he notices the presence of Indian literature inscribed 
amongst other world literatures inside the mind-like dome of the British Museum—“a 
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conglomeration of loveliness… [a] conglomeration of knowledge…hoarded beyond the 
power of any single mind to possess it” (147-148). Access to the metropolitan hoard 
makes the sources of his own identity a potential question: Fanny Elmer, one of Jacob’s 
female peers, wonders how he would look “wreathed…in a turban,” amongst other poten-
tial outfits for martial men (170). More crucially, what Jacob and his narrator do not 
know is what role, if any, these distant locations will play in Jacob’s own disappearance: 
“the statistics of rice fields, the growling of hundred of workpeople, plotting sedition in 
back streets or gathering in the Calcutta bazaars”; “Rajahs and Kaisers and the muttering 
in bazaars, the secret meetings, plainly visible in Whitehall” (240, 241). The transparency 
of the globe to British officials only makes their efforts to “impose some coherency…to 
control the course of events” all the more unsatisfactory (241). While Jinny’s vision of 
unity may be naive, Whitehall’s comprehensive knowledge and manipulation of figure-
heads ironically instate disorder in the many locations and domains beyond their sur-
veillance, including many within England. “Such confusion everywhere,” as Jacob’s 
mother declares when she enters his bedroom at the narrative’s close, after his presumed 
death in the war (247). 
 Overall, Woolf’s narratives are less ironizing of individuals’ fictions of control 
than of the official exercise of “genius for government” (in Nicolson’s phrase). But she 
ultimately correlates the expansive feelings of sympathy and sociability with the desire 
for political control, tracing lines of influence between metropolitan subjectivity and far-
	231
flung colonial conditions. In subsequent works, including Mrs. Dalloway, narrated mono-
logue (free indirect discourse) allow her to depict “moments of being” using characters’ 
own thoughts and perceptions (unlike Jinny’s direct unpunctuated but direct discourse in 
Jacob’s Room). Early in her busy day, for example, Clarissa Dalloway stops to consider 
her image in a mirror, “collecting the whole of her at one point”: 
How many million times she had seen her face, and always with the same 
imperceptible contraction! She pursed her lips when she looked in the 
glass. It was to give her face point. That was her self—pointed; dartlike; 
definite. That was her self when some effort, some call on her to be her 
self, drew the parts together, she alone knew how different, how incompat-
ible and composed so for the world only into one centre, one diamond, one 
woman who sat in her drawing-room and made a meeting-point, a radian-
cy…[she] had tried to be the same always, never showing a sign of all of 
the other sides of her—faults, jealousies, vanities, suspicions, like this of 
Lady Bruton not asking her to lunch…  421
This encounter with the mirror directly precedes her memories of a party at the Embassy, 
but Clarissa’s perception of herself is more Paterian than political.  Though she burns 422
 Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway (1925), 37. Future citations included parenthetically.421
 Perry Miesel contrasts the Paterian connotations of Clarissa’s diamond-like “radiancy” with the 422
narrative’s consistent allusions to military and economic imperialism: “Of course, Clarissa’s marriage to 
Richard makes her nonetheless dependent on the ‘deposit’ of his affection, a figure that also points to the 
marital bank account and the wealth of the colonies which sustains its value…Now even the ‘diamond’ of 
Clarissa’s self carries with it the additional meaning of South African riches” (“Virginia Woolf and Walter 
Pater: Selfhood and the Common Life,” 76).
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with “jealousies” and “suspicions” rather than a gem-like flame, Clarissa sees herself as 
“one centre, one diamond,” multi-faceted and yet “definite.”  423
 While references to India frame the day’s events (4, 193), Clarissa knows that, 
compared to Peter Walsh, she “knew nothing; no language, no history; she scarcely read a 
book now, except memoirs in bed” (8). She sees her “other sides” as threats to her social 
standing—her mastery of “social decorum,” writes Rebecca Walkowitz—not general so-
cial order.  And unlike the attentive patriot Millicent Bruton (“‘Ah, the news from In424 -
dia!’ she cried” [111]; “what a tragedy it was—the state of India!” [180]), Clarissa does 
not knowingly embody an aspect of the imperial cause. The narrative skewers Lady Bru-
ton’s direct contributions to the cause of expansion: “Emigration…the liberator of the 
pent egotism, which a strong martial woman….feels rise within her, once youth is past, 
and must eject upon some object…Emigration had become, in short, largely Lady Bru-
 Compare Clarissa’s moment of self-perception with Pater’s description of aesthetic experience as a 423
“gem-like flame” (120): “The service of philosophy, and of religion and culture as well, to the human spirit, 
is to startle it up into a sharp and eager observation. Every moment some form grows perfect in hand or 
face…some mood of passion or insight or intellectual is irresistibly real and attractive for us—for that mo-
ment only. Not the fruit of experience, but experience itself is the end. A counted number of pulses only is 
given to us of a variegated, dramatic life. How may we see in them all that is to be seen in them by the 
finest senses? How can we pass most swiftly from point to point, and be present always at the focus where 
the greatest number of vital forces unite in their purest energy?” (119).
 Rebecca Walkowitz, Cosmopolitan Style: Modernism Beyond the Nation, 91.424
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ton” (109).  Clarissa’s “collecting” of her wits and parts, by contrast, contributes to ac425 -
tivities more contained and mundane than aesthetic experience or imperial expansion. 
 In the heart of London, with the Prime Minister as guest, is the “unmaternal” 
(190) Clarissa finally insulated from “external pressures…from the imperium?”  Has 426
she been “trained in a deep cultural conviction that the lived experience of our private 
existences is somehow incommensurable with the abstractions of economic science and 
political dynamics,” as Frederic Jameson suggests of the bourgeois individual and its de-
piction in metropolitan fiction?  Clarissa’s recurrent thoughts of death are indeed fil427 -
tered through cultural allusions—the Shakespearean imagery of nature (9, 186) she shares 
in common with Peter (64) and Septimus Smith (139)—rather than any such “abstrac-
tions.” Likewise, her attention to the “bond” between particular characters (60, 174) and 
her “transcendental theory” that “the unseen part of us, which spreads wide, the unseen 
might survive” (153) are universalizing and static (rather than dialectical) in their abstrac-
tion. Even gender becomes the basis for a form of solidarity, however strained, as female 
characters in the novel are able to appreciate the unspoken “feminine comradeship” that 
 “Lady Bruton stood by Miss Parry's chair, a spectral grenadier, draped in black, inviting Peter 425
Walsh to lunch; cordial; but without small talk, remembering nothing whatever about the flora or fauna of 
India.  She had been there, of course; had stayed with three Viceroys; thought some of the Indian civilians 
uncommonly fine fellows; but what a tragedy it was—the state of India!  The Prime Minister had just been 
telling her…she had the thought of Empire always at hand, and had acquired from her association with that 
armoured goddess her ramrod bearing, her robustness of demeanour, so that one could not figure her even 
in death parted from the earth or roaming territories over which, in some spiritual shape, the Union Jack 
had ceased to fly.  To be not English even among the dead—no, no!  Impossible!” (180-181).
 Said, “Note on Modernism,” 188.426
 Frederic Jameson, “Third-World Literature,” 69, emphasis added.427
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“united Lady Bruton and Mrs. Dalloway, who seldom met, and appeared when they did 
meet[,] indifferent and even hostile, in a singular bond” (106). 
 Mrs. Dalloway suggests that these structures of feeling do not merely obscure the 
uneven conditions of colonialism but are in fact conducive to a reformist verdict on impe-
rialism. It is Clarissa's exemplary drive toward inclusion that makes her an image and en-
gine of the expansive British state.  Her “extraordinarily sympathetic” extensions of 428
self, as much as Dr. Bradshaw’s reputation for “sympathy” (60, 95), become part of 
Woolf’s declared intention to “criticise the social system, & to show it at work, at its most 
intense.”  The “[o]dd affinities” she has for unseen dimensions of her life in London, 429
like the “perhaps–perhaps” of her transcendental theory (153), work to secure the “pro-
portion” that Bradshaw, Lady Bruton, and the many clocks of London insist upon (99, 
102,109): “She felt somehow very like him—the young man who had killed himself.… 
He made her feel the beauty; made her feel the fun. But she must go back. She must as-
semble” (186, emphasis added). Unlike Septimus’ shell-shocked break with reality and 
physical destruction after jumping out of a window, Clarissa’s return to her party ironizes 
the sympathy that allows her and her guests to imagine themselves bringing order and 
reform to the Empire from their privileged life in London. The impending break-up of her 
 Compare with Valerie Reed Hickman’s conclusion in “Clarissa and the Coolies’ Wives: Mrs. Dal428 -
loway Figuring Transnational Feminism” (2014): “The [reference to] Indian women in this book thus indi-
cate[s] work still to be done…The figuration of Indian women in Mrs. Dalloway must stand as indicative of 
both a certain failure and a certain possibility that opens up alongside or within that failure—marking the 
complexity of Woolf's relationship as modernist and as feminist to the colonized others who persist in the 
margins of her work” (70).
 Woolf, Diary, Vol. 2, 248.429
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party, like the dispersal of Miss La Trobe’s audience in Between The Acts, turns the do-
mestic scene into an inset frame on the map of imperial expansion, overextension—and 
possibly extinction. It is appropriate that the scene’s dispersal comes at the end of a narra-
tive that began with Peter Walsh’s embarrassed return from India. 
 The preceding examples show Woolf reeling in the tropes and feelings of social 
fragmentation to portray instances of federated character. This technique, though, came 
under increasing pressure by the end of the decade. While To The Lighthouse (1927) em-
ploys the language of unity even more extensively than Mrs. Dalloway (see above), it is 
not until Orlando that Woolf provides an explicitly racial and imperial frame for the 
problem of being “a person entirely disassembled” (Orlando, 225). She was not alone in 
reimagining unity over the course of the 1920s. The interwar period brought increasing 
pressure on the sort of exclusionary proposals for federation advocated by the younger 
James Stephen, and India in particular intruded increasingly into the “peripheral vision" 
of metropolitan writers.  In some circles, enthusiasm about imperial federation persisted 430
through World War I and even after the 1920-21 war and Anglo-Irish treaty. In addition to 
Lionel Curtis’ Round Table group, American proponents of British imperial federation 
suggested that “[t]he empire must act as a unit or it will disintegrate” and continued to 
insist on the “fundamental analogy with the United States, the success of whose system 
 Peter, Childs, Modernism and the Post-Colonial, 118, passim 118-129.430
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of State federalism proved that Federal union over vast spaces and territories could be 
maintained.”    431
 For American historian William Roy Smith, later author of Nationalism and Re-
form in India (1938), the principle to keep in mind in “the present time” (he wrote in 
1921) is that of “organic unity”: 
The empire must act as a unit or it will disintegrate. […] The idea of a fed-
eration of the colonies themselves was suggested by William Penn in 
1697, by Benjamin Franklin in 1754, and by Joseph Galloway in 1774 and 
1780. Put into practical operation in Canada in 1867, in Australia in 1901, 
and in South Arica in 1910, it solves a few of the minor difficulties, but 
does not touch the main issue at all. […] We now come to the practical 
side of our problem, the history of the Imperial political institutions of the 
present time, together with the steps that have been taken to bring about 
further constitutional development.  432
These earlier moments of federation suggested a historical arc of federating moments 
culminating in the modern arrangements of Empire-Commonwealth. Joining these terms 
of subjection and mutuality signaled Britain’s newfound intention to deliver “grudging 
and contemptible dollops of self-government,” as Leonard Woolf put it, even for its non-
white subjects. And as he noted during World War II, refashioning the sovereign imperial 
 William Roy Smith, “British Imperial Federation” (1921), 276; J. Ellis Barker, “The New British 431
Empire” (1921-1922), 456.
 Smith, “British Imperial Federation,” 276, 278, 287. Smith refers his confidence in “organic unity” 432
to historical examples: “All of these [existing] plans [for imperial federation] assume the need of a confed-
erate, rather than a federal, type of organisation. That is to say, they are all grounded upon the theory of 
states’ rights rather than upon the theory of organic unity. History shows that confederacies sometimes de-
velop into federations, but usually a civil war is necessary to complete the transition…The true federal so-
lution is free from this defect. It assumes that the Empire is an organic unit…The Federationists lay a great 
deal of emphasis on the successfully example of the United States” (279-280).
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state as a Commonwealth of trade and mutual defense also would allow the Empire to 
“dissolve without disintegrating.”  433
 Extending the federal model to Britain’s territorial colonies—at both the multina-
tional level of Commonwealth and the national level of federal Dominion—provided 
both liberal reformers and more radical critics of colonialism with a framework for envi-
sioning “progressive unity” as the outcome of decolonization.  In fact, it was Gandhi’s 434
loyalty to the idea of a “world commonwealth” that, according to Perry Anderson, led 
him to abruptly pause the Non-Cooperation movement that in 1920, alongside the Irish 
War for Independence, had begun effectively to challenge British rule in India.  
What India should seek was a status like that of South Africa, within a 
commonwealth of equal partners that retained the British connexion...To 
head off pressures for [independence] from a younger generation in Con-
gress, he invoked a loftier national eminence to come: a 'world common-
wealth', in which India would no longer be an equal but ‘the predominant 
partner, by reason of population, geography and cultural antiquity.’ (An-
derson, 32; citing Gandhi's writings in January 12, 1928) 
It was only at the end of the decade that Gandhi began to dispense with the vision of 
swaraj, or self-rule, within commonwealth and to resume direct political action (Ander-
son, 33-35). 
 Leonard Woolf, Downhill All the Way, 226; and “Survival of British Empire” (1941), 223. Woolf’s 433
autobiography names Indian independence as one of the two primary political causes occupying him during 
the interwar decades and describes his meetings with both Mohandas Gandhi (in 1931) and Jawaharlal 
Nehru (in 1936).
 Marjery Perham, Colonial Reckoning (1961, Reith Lectures), 91.434
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 By contrast, in places such as Nigeria, national federation was seen as an innova-
tive derivation of British constitutional traditions that could be reckoned against “the new 
unities of anti-colonialism”—what Sartre saw rather as a “birthright of unity”—in and 
beyond colonial Africa.  A signal moment in this realignment of federalism with met435 -
ropolitan interests came in 1922, when influential colonial governor and theorist of indi-
rect rule Frederick Lugard publicly recommended the “amalgamation” of contiguous 
colonies and the “federation” of both contiguous and non-contiguous ones, depending on 
circumstances. He reasoned that the “Amalgamation (that is, unification) and federation 
are both natural processes of evolution, as we have seen in the United States, in Canada, 
Australia, and South Africa, and more recently in Nigeria.”  Drawing on examples from 436
 Perham, Colonial Reckoning, 98; cf. 8, 49. Sartre, “Preface” (1961), 22. Perham explains her view 435
of the Nigerian constitution’s origins, complications, and potential benefits: “The constitution, which was 
gradually hammered out in a long series of very full conferences in London and Nigeria, worked towards a 
system that would give the strong regional forces a very large measure of self-expression in regional gov-
ernments, while the whole country was held within a federation…I do not propose here to discuss the form 
of the constitution. It is enough to say that, with allowance for the federal character, it follows the lines of 
the British system…It is too soon yet to say whether the constitution will hold Nigeria together in a pro-
gressive unity” (90-91). As for the arrangement’s potential benefits: “The federal constitution to some ex-
tent inhibits Nigeria’s speed of action and mutes her voice in international affairs…For a people still inex-
perienced in modern government and especially in international affairs, this may seem a healthy restriction. 
If this delicately balanced trinity can be maintained for a few more years, it may become more stable” (92).
 Lugard, The Dual Mandate in British Tropical Africa (1922), 97-98. Woolf summarized portions of 436
this book in her research notes for Leonard (Barrett). In her introduction to the book’s fifth edition, 
Margery Perham describes a privately circulated 1928 pamphlet in which Lugard argued that “tribal institu-
tions could be developed and modernized, that chieftainship could be grafted even upon pagan groups, and 
that the chief [sic] of these evolving ‘native administrations' might be represented in the central council 
alongside the Legislative Council. He had, indeed, experimented with a council somewhat along these lines 
which met once a year in Nigeria,. It was, however, abolished by the succeeding Governor” (xlviii). 
For Lugard’s argument against transferring colonial governance to “a Federation of States or any other 
non-national Consortium” (3), see Federal Union and the Colonies (1941), his contribution to the Federal 
Tracts series published by Macmillan during the first years of World War II. Lugard recommends rather a 
combination of free trade (in effect, equal international access to resources and markets in the colonies) and 
a slighter “diminution of sovereignty,” to be secured through “consent to supervision [which] would meet 
with less opposition than the complete cession demanded by Federal Control” (15). As the series’ list of 
titles notes, Lugard was Governor General of Nigeria from 1914-1919 and the British delegate to the 
League of Nation’s “Permanent Mandates Commission” from 1922-1936.
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other British-controlled territories and from the French colonial empire, and applying the 
“two vital principles which characterize the growth of a wise administration…Decentrali-
sation and Continuity” (96), Lugard’s proposal goes into great detail identifying “advan-
tages of federation” and speculating about how such arrangements could work (xii-xiii, 
179 ff.): 
I have discussed…the advantage of amalgamating contiguous colonies, 
from the point of view of internal administration and economic develop-
ment. The grouping or federation of colonies under a Governor-General 
(which was suggested by me to the Secretary of State in 1907) is an entire-
ly different manner. For this purpose colonies need not have co-terminous 
frontiers, or forfeit their separate identity. The object is twofold: to pro-
mote some uniformity of policy among colonies with common economic 
conditions, and more or less identical problems of administration; and to 
relieve the pressure of work at home by decreasing the number of units, 
and increasing the powers and responsibilities of the official selected to 
control each group. (179) 
Further decades of imperial prevarication, followed by the rapid successes of colonial 
nationalism after World War II, prevented British officials from ever having to address 
the question that concludes Lugard’s proposals for federation: “whether the time has not 
come when the Crown colonies and protectorates may justly demand some representation 
on Imperial Conferences” (191). Instead, decolonization directed official expertise to the 
conflicts and constitutions of individual colonies. As early as 1938, for example, Leonard 
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Woolf drafted a proposal for the Labour Party that recommended “introducing a federal 
system on the Swiss model” in Ceylon, in order to protect its Tamil minority.  437
 Debates imperial and colonial constitutions were mirrored domestically, in new 
ideas about the local authority of the English state. Sarah Wilkinson provides an overview 
of how debates about “individualism” and “collectivism” during the modernist period 
were reconciled in theories that conceived of the state as an adaptable “organism.”  As 438
in the nineteenth century, these debates focused on the state’s relationship to individual 
citizens, where Proudhon’s mutualist-federalist balance between “authority” and “liberty” 
was at issue.  Especially in later polemical works such as Three Guineas, Woolf grap439 -
pled with the “radically heterogeneous power” Foucault associates with the grid of insti-
tutions and internalized norms that work together to discipline the liberal subject.  But 440
other debates focused on the composition and organization of the state itself, and she like-
ly if only indirectly encountered theories of the “pluralistic” state promoted by Leonard 
Woolf’s friend and colleague, economist and Labour politician Harold Laski 
 L. S. Woolf, “Memorandum on the Demands for Reform of the Ceylon Constitution” (November 437
1938), rpt. in Spotts, ed., 416-417. For Woolf’s work on this Committee with regards to Indian nationalism 
during the 1920s and 30s, see Glendinning, 233-234 and Snaith, 116-117; for Woolf's contributions to fed-
eral movements in Ceylon and beyond, see Singh and Kukreja, 193, and Clarance, “Woolf and Ban-
daranaike: The Ironies of Federalism in Sri Lanka.”
 Sarah Wilkinson, “The Concept of the State, 1880-1939: ‘The Discredit of the State Is a Sign That 438
It Has Done Its Work Well’,” A Concise Companion to Modernism, ed. David Bradshaw [Malden, MA: 
Blackwell, 2003]: 179–199; on individualism and collectivism in British liberalism, cf. Janice Ho, Nation 
and Citizenship in the Twentieth Century British Novel (New York: Oxford UP, 2015) esp. 19-20, 88-91.
 Proudhon, The Principle of Federation (1863), 7.439
 Foucault, “Society Must Be Defended”: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1975-1976, ed. Mauro 440
Bertani an dAlessandro Fontana, trans. David Macey (New York: Picador, 2003), 36; quoted in Matthew 
Hart and Jim Hansen, “Introduction: Contemporary Literature and the State” (2008), 495.
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(1893-1950).  Laski was one of the originators of a “modernist” legal tradition—who 441
saw this idea as the basis of “a new movement for the conquest of self-government.”  442
Arguing against “fear of variety,” Laski advocated throughout the 1910s and 20s for 
“dispers[ing] the sovereign power” and “the multiplication of centres of authority.”  443
Laski’s plurally-constituted state would see the distribution of sovereign authority based 
not on territory—which would exacerbate “undue localism”—but would rather be “parti-
tioned upon some basis of function”: “we need to revivify the conception of federalism 
which is the great contribution of America to political science.”  444
 Whether in the colonies, domestically, or in the relationship between the two, re-
vivifying federalism allowed metropolitan subjects to balance the principles of absolute, 
unitary sovereignty defended by Dicey, on one hand, against demands for national or lo-
cal self-determination and multilateral internationalism, on the other—or to rationalize 
the transition from one to the other (Leonard Woolf’s “dissolv[ing] without disintegra-
tion”). As a contested term, federation could be imposed to divide challenges against 
British sovereignty or negotiated as a framework for the post-imperial and postcolonial 
 Harold Laski, “The Pluralistic State” (1919/1921), in The Pluralist Theory of the State, 190.441
 Martin Loughlin, “Modernism in British Public Law, 1919-1979,” 57. Legal modernists such as 442
Laski granted logical and political precedence to the social conditions of everyday life while also rejecting 
legal precedent (the foundation of nineteenth century common law) in favor of dynamic formal and techni-
cal solutions for jurisprudence and governance—a positive, functionalist conception of the state as a collec-
tion of institutions that required “technique” and “getting the design right” (Loughlin, 64, 60).
 Ibid., 186, 190, 192. Cf. Jeanne Morefield, “States Are Not People: Harold Laski on Unsettling 443
Sovereignty, Rediscovering Democracy,” Political Research Quarterly 58.4 (December 2005): 659-669; 
and “‘The Habits of Imperialism’: Harold Laski on Sovereignty and Empire,” in Lineages of Empire: The 
Historical Roots of British Imperial Thought, ed. Duncan Kelly (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2009): 213–237.
 Ibid., 188, 189.444
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redistribution of governance. Woolf's moments of being dramatize the strain placed on 
visions of individual and collective life by these transformations in the British imperial 
state, but they also make legible the terms and sentiments increasingly employed to re-
solve that strain. The acts and scenes of self-constitution in Jacob's Room, Mrs. Dal-
loway, and especially To The Lighthouse explore changing notions of unity through 
tropes of unified and unifying vision (“I have had my vision” [211]). Despite its larger-
than-life scale, Orlando finds that other senses, particularly sound and touch, convey in-
formation and feelings that unsettle such assumptions about visibility, sympathy, and vis-
ual mastery or holistic insight.  It offers what Gillian Beer calls suggestively “a sensory 445
history of England,” one that presses against the limits of a metropolitan visual field.  446
By activating a range of senses, Woolf’s modernist national biography narrates the trans-
formation in ideas of sovereignty that accompanied formal and informal changes in 
British rule. More ambivalently, in its open-ended departure from the voice and imagery 
of the empire’s national story, Orlando gives common readers an opportunity to compre-
hend the changing constitution of the imperial state.  
III. Modernist National Biography: Orlando as Constitutional Narrative 
For every constitution there is an epic… 
 On Woolf’s visual aesthetics, see Jane Goldman, The Feminist Aesthetics of Virginia Woolf, includ445 -
ing her reading of "the imperial solar realm of colour” and its shadows (188-189).
 Beer, "The Body of the People: Mrs Dalloway to The Waves,” in Virginia Woolf: The Common 446
Ground, 60.
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Robert Cover, “Nomos and Narrative” (1983)  447
 For nearly a century, roughly 1850 through the 1930s, constitutional history 
served as a central pedagogical tool and narrative heuristic for establishing British identi-
ty. “For entire cohorts of school-children,” as Michael Bentley explains, “England’s con-
stitutional history functioned not as the accompaniment of but as the explanation of her 
glory.”  Derived from the Whig intellectual tradition of Thomas Macualay, William 448
Stubbs, and George Trevelyvan, constitutional history played a crucial function in inter-
preting and legitimating Britain’s unwritten constitutional order. The discourse used con-
crete tropes and compelling narratives to synthesize arcane legal, historical, and political 
concerns and make them popularly accessible. Its eminent practitioners became house-
hold names, and their widely circulated works—even multi-volume textbooks and com-
pendiums grown dusty on bookshelves–could be recognized casually as tokens of shared 
identity and experience. However, as constitutional history’s influence permeated nation-
al culture, its intellectual clout and popular accessibility—backed by imperial institu-
tions–allowed it to spread internationally and become the common currency for legal and 
political thinking throughout the Anglophone world. Indeed, its axiom of organic consti-
tutional development was used to justify Anglophone exceptionalism and imperial expan-
 Robert Cover, “Nomos and Narrative” (1983), 96.447
 Michael Bentley, Modernizing England’s Past: English Historiography in the Age of Modernism, 448
1870-1970 (2006), 19.
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sion, as the continuity and sovereignty of British (and later Anglo-American) norms and 
institutions were promoted  as the source of geopolitical order.  449
 Such ubiquity granted constitutional history a conveniently self-evident authority, 
which compensated for the lack of a foundational political text but also diverted legal 
questions and political demands into the cultural sphere. As historians of Englishness 
emphasize, the diversion of politics into culture introduced a circular insularity into con-
stitutional thinking, with vague and often conflicting notions of national identity serving 
as necessary supplements for law: “When talking about that shadowy thing called the 
constitution, constitutional lawyers were in fact talking about national identity…. [C]on-
stitutional history was us.”  Britain’s pronounced reliance on constitutional history thus 450
produced a distinctive strain of Victorian national biography, tasked not only with chroni-
cling disparate elements of the United Kingdom and its imperial diaspora in print but 
with assembling and interpreting them as manifestations of an exceptionally coherent na-
tional identity. This tradition would include many of the “Standard Biographies” (9) criti-
cized by Lytton Strachey in his preface to Eminent Victorians (1918), with their more or 
less explicit use of national history to frame and interpret their subjects. But its center-
piece, in both British literary history and the experiences of Woolf and Strachey, was the 
67-volume Dictionary of National Biography (DNB), edited by Woolf’s father, Leslie 
Stephen. With contributions from more than 700 writers, the DNB catalogued more than 
 Brundage and Cosgrove, The Great Tradition, xii.449
 Colls and Dodd, “Introduction,” Englishness: Politics and Culture, 1880-1920, 6.450
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30,000 notable figures from British history, including exceptionally interesting criminals 
and imaginary figures (e.g., King Arthur), as well as a selection of “people who lived in 
overseas territories under British rule.”  This “integrationist approach” allowed the 451
DNB to become “one of the fundamental reference points for the exploration of English-
speaking cultures, and many others,” the words of marketing copy for the current and 
widely expanded print edition, which “redefines a shared historical and cultural land-
scape” for the twenty-first century.  452
 Victorian national biography was more of a composite portrait and collective un-
dertaking than a canon of singular classics, supplementing and fulfilling constitutional 
history’s declarations of unity, continuity, progress, and agency in the face of recurrent 
evidence otherwise. So although England may have had no “great biographical tradition” 
comparable to France, as Strachey opined elsewhere in his preface to Eminent Victorians 
(10), English biography modeled itself after other, more explicitly nationalizing projects 
including the Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie [Universal German Biography] (1875), 
published a decade before the DNB and spurring its launch in 1885. Like British constitu-
tional history, Victorian national biography had significantly democratic aspirations: to 
make the life of the polity public legible, available for the edification of the literate mass-
es and subject—at least in retrospect—to their critical scrutiny. But with no real attention 
 “Introduction to the Oxford DNB,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Online Edition (New 451
York: Oxford UP, 2016), vii-vii.
 “Why buy a sixty-volume print set when the dictionary is available online?,” Oxford University 452
Press Web Site, accessed 9 Oct. 2016.
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to the turbulence of imperial experience, such aspirations remained partial, both incom-
plete and one-sided, with a project like the DNB confined to ritual performances of what 
Leslie Stephen’s editorial assistant and successor called “the nation’s commemorative 
instinct.”  453
 Despite such tumulus events as the 1857 Sepoy Uprising, the Boer Wars, or even 
the Great War, it was not until the 1930s that constitutional history was deposed, with 
Herbert Butterfield’s The Whig Interpretation of History (1931) presenting a particularly 
devastating caricature of the Victorian historian: “Protestant, progressive, and…the very 
model of the 19th century gentleman,” with “something in his constitution” that left him 
incapable of acknowledging the conflicted nature of British history (3-4, 41). Momentous 
as it was for the academic discipline of history, Butterfield’s intervention was preceded 
and accompanied by a series of experimental biographical texts that had begun to register 
growing confusion in British identity and to question the organic continuity of England’s 
constitutional history. Strachey’s Eminent Victorians, notably, and his less-successful se-
quel, Queen Victoria (1921), drove a wedge between the disillusioned, postwar present 
and the eminent era that preceded it. Breaking boundaries of propriety, privacy, and style, 
Strachey opened the national story to constitutional influences that were ironically for-
eign, female, unorthodox, undignified, and idiosyncratic—a trend intensified in innova-
tive biographical miscellanies including Harold Nicolson’s Some People (1927), which 
 Sidney Lee, "National Biography” (1896); qtd. Suzanne Raitt, “Gallivanting with Campbell: Or453 -
lando and Biography” (1993), 20.
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prompted Woolf’s review essay, “The New Biography” (1927), and later influenced 
Vladimir Nabokov; Vita Sackville-West’s satirical period novel, The Edwardians (1930), 
which imitated Woolf’s exasperated biographer-narrator in Orlando; and Edith Sitwell’s 
English Eccentrics (1933), which finds a new organizing principle for national biography 
in the self-satisfied eccentricity Sitwell regarded as “the hallmark and birthright of the 
British nation” (16). 
 For some of the failed “imitators” of Strachey’s Eminent Victorians—Holyrod 
points to Harold Nicolson’s Tennyson (1923) and Richard Aldington’s Lawrence of Ara-
bia (1955)—the tone of bitter reaction outweighed any substantive critique or formal in-
novation. (Holyrod, 424-425). But the best specimens of modernist national biography 
exemplify not just the “commemorative instinct” that animated their Victorian precursors, 
or a reaction against that instinct. Instead, they mediate a condition of “constitutional un-
settlement,” in which challenges to the political and cultural status quo began to disrupt 
widely-held beliefs and to encourage, as legal scholar Neil Walker explains, “fluidity and 
adaptability of outcome, and less exclusive conceptions of constitutional identity” (429). 
Thus, the constitutional disarray of the interwar period manifests not only in parody of 
Victorian assumptions about settled constitutional order but in a thematic and formal het-
erogeneity. Rather than abandoning the conventions of Victorian national biography alto-
gether, or repudiating them vehemently, they inflate the genre’s ethos of veneration in 
order to accentuate gaps, disparities, and contradictions in the received historical narra-
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tive. Attitudes and rhetoric previously considered favorable or unambiguous in meaning, 
like the word “eminent” in Strachey’s title, become backhanded compliments mingling 
accusation with  both equivocation and illuminating caricature.  
 Likewise, though constitutional history’s influence persisted through mid-century, 
its idealized organicism absorbing a series of dramatic changes and dissenting voices, the 
discourse became a target in modernist texts. Associated with both delusion and accuracy, 
symbolizing both the absence and the possibility of historical understanding, constitu-
tional discourse becomes an ambivalent medium, used by modernist national biographies 
to simultaneously describe and defamiliarize British history. In Queen Victoria, for ex-
ample, Strachey first portrays constitutional history as an archaic pastime for the privi-
leged monarch, only to deploy it later as vantage point from which to critique the Victori-
an state: 
Victoria, overcome by a new, an unimagined revelation, had surrendered 
her whole soul to her husband.… How wonderful it was to be taught by 
him! To be told by him which trees were which; and to learn all about the 
bees! And then to sit doing cross-stitch while he read aloud to her Hallam's 
Constitutional History of England! (169) 
The complex and delicate principles of the Constitution cannot be said to 
have come within the compass of her mental faculties; and in the actual 
developments which it underwent during her reign she played a passive 
part. (410-411) 
In these passages, Strachey not only mocks the symbolic figurehead of the Constitution 
as a “passive” component of the political order, oblivious of the changes over which she 
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presided; he does so by using free indirect discourse to couch her passivity in a misogy-
nistic Victorian view of women’s subservience to their husbands.  
 But Strachey’s target is not just one woman or one Victorian prejudice; he is tak-
ing aim at the inadequacy of the era’s self-understanding and of its instruments for self-
reflection. For in distinguishing between officially recognized aspects of the Constitu-
tion—both the monarchy, as one of the institutions embodying it, and the constitutional 
principles this particular monarch fails to comprehend—and “the actual developments 
which it underwent,” Strachey’s parody turns constitutional history’s explanatory ambi-
tions against itself, undermining that most conspicuous and influential justification of the 
British imperial state simply by pointing to the mundane and unruly ledger of its “actual 
developments.” Like the monarch’s husband, who Strachey notes repeatedly was “an en-
tity unknown to the British constitution” (152, 250), the Constitution’s true character—
including its imperial entanglements—remain materially salient but intellectually incom-
prehensible to Victorian historiography. 
 Strachey demonstrates the modernist ambivalence toward constitutional history 
with typical irony elsewhere in Queen Victoria, in grandiose language that shades seam-
lessly from commemoration into critical caricature: “[t]he English Constitution—that in-
describable entity—is a living thing,” he explains, “growing with the growth of men, and 
assuming ever-varying forms in accordance with the subtle and complex laws of human 
character. It is the child of wisdom and chance” (300). The interplay between “wisdom” 
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and “chance” is on full display in Eminent Victorians, which includes constitutional his-
tory alongside the individuals and institutions (Florence Nightingale, the Anglican 
Church) Strachey is best known for satirizing. The book’s final chapter, on the rise and 
ignominious fall of “General Gordon,” recounts in painstaking detail the the calamitous, 
unpredictable reciprocity between “human character” and constitutional “form” in 
Britain’s imperial history. Strachey uses Gordon’s globe-spanning career to evoke the 
magnitude of the imperial endeavor, focusing superficially on the General’s official ac-
tions and interactions while allowing personal details included in the narrative—Gordon’s 
private experiences and character traits, his frequent difficulties and reassignments—to 
betray the structural contradictions of British imperialism. In this way, Eminent Victorias 
yokes the “ever-varying forms” of the Victorian state, as Strachey described them in 
Queen Victoria, not to an insular and self-authorizing national character but to the chaotic 
violence of the nation’s imperial entanglements abroad. 
 The disjunction in “General Gordon” between local administration and imperial 
conditions, and specifically Gordon’s ignorance of this disjunction, becomes a key source 
of irony for Strachey and an example of modernist national biography’s generic innova-
tions. For Gordon’s ignorance provides Strachey with a rhetorical hinge between Victori-
an constitutional metaphors and modern economic analyses. Thus, in one typical passage, 
the text offers a constitutional diagnosis only to undermine with an economic explanation 
echoing liberal or Fabian critics of imperialism, such as John Hobson or Leonard Woolf: 
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Gordon’s efforts to suppress [Suleiman’s Arab uprising] resembled the 
palliatives of an empiric treating the superficial symptoms of some pro-
found constitutional disease. The root of the malady lay in the slave-mar-
kets of Cairo and Constantinople; the supply followed the demand. (205, 
emphasis added) 
By investigating this “constitutional disease” beyond local precincts, across colonies and 
even continents, the final chapter of Eminent Victorians indicts the Victorian empire and 
European civilization alike on the basis of their economic character, calling attention to 
what traditional constitutional history could only evade or cloak in euphemism. 
 In addition to its insularity and economic illiteracy, Eminent Victorians challenges 
Victorian historiography’s disregard of personal psychology, which Strachey treats sepa-
rately from generalizations about nationality. On one hand, his indictment of economic 
self-interest reaches beyond British and European colonizers to include regional collabo-
rators such as Isma’il Pasha (1830-1895), whose desire to modernize East Africa was ex-
ploited by British and European interests before they ultimately deposed him (201). On 
the other hand, Strachey applies the Victorian metaphor of “constitutional disease” to 
Gordon’s individual character, and his retelling of the General’s spectacular downfall 
hinges on the recognition that “[t]here were moments when his passion became utterly 
ungovernable” (204). By embedding such personal observations in an economically-
savvy and internationally-minded narrative, Strachey devised a new method for linking 
individual experience to national history, personal character to constitutional form. 
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 Like Eminent Victorians, Woolf’s Orlando widens the appeal of Victorian national 
biography even as it parodies its generic conventions and constitutional assumptions. As 
Amy Elkins notes, the chapter titles Woolf likely supplied for a special edition of Orlan-
do produced in New York mimic the DNB’s dry chronological section headings and de-
velopmental template, e.g., “Childhood and Youth,” “Manhood,” “The Age of 
Transition,” “Marriage and Home Life,” etc. (Elkins, 150). Even more than Strachey’s 
work, Woolf’s fictional “biography” dramatically expands the thematic and stylistic 
repertoire of national biography. Her book is more skeptical of nationalist premises and 
sociopolitical agendas than her father’s multi-volume project, but also more comprehen-
sive (and more allusive, elliptical, and fantastical) than Strachey’s sensational quadrip-
tych. Combining the DNB's breadth with Strachey’s irreverent tone and telescopic 
method, Woolf makes the genre a forum for scrutinizing constitutional change within and 
beyond the nation, by examining regions of private life, cultural activity, and imperial 
activity outside the official jurisdiction of the national government. Constitutional histo-
rians and reformers were often content to leave the changing power structures of British 
rule unwritten (unspecified or unlegislated). Biographers, likewise, tended to minimize 
the imperial dimensions of national life, with projects like the DNB embodying what 
Benedict Anderson calls the “bound seriality” of the modern nation-state and its quin-
tessential genre, the census (29). By joining the incongruities of nation and empire within 
a single biographical subject, Orlando’s “composite portraiture” (Saunders, 470) finds in 
	253
such omissions an ongoing story of revolutionary disruption and narrowly restored con-
stitutional order. 
 The work Orlando does as a constitutional narrative is central to its stylistic ef-
fects as a modernist national biography, for it is by establishing representative continuity 
and readerly identification—and then rupturing them—that Woolf’s depiction of the na-
tion charts a new direction. A constitutional narrative revisits the origins of particular so-
cial relations to develop alternative perspectives on the present moment. As in-
terdisciplinary scholars of law and literature have described, constitutional narratives em-
ploy language and memory to “create a new interpretive community” around a familiar 
but contested story.  In Orlando, the interpretive community at hand is a presumed Eng454 -
lish nation, evoked in both the biographer-narrator’s royal “we” and the competent “read-
er” who, for instance, “needs no description” of local English landscapes (137). The na-
tional community is given voice in the regalia of national biography, as the structural po-
sition of the novelistic narrator becomes a platform for official interpretation of and 
commentary on the individual life’s place in national history.  
 Peter Brooks, “The Rhetoric of Constitutional Narratives: A Response to Elaine Scarry” (1990), 454
131. This characteristic “effect” of constitutional narratives renders them more tactile and affectively potent 
than an official legal or constitutional argument/discourse: they “put us in touch with a materiality of lan-
guage that allows us to feel that we are dealing with experience rather than abstract syllogism” (Brooks, 
131). At the same time, this sense of direct contact with origins and their meanings contributes to what is 
“in some sense…a cover-up, a masking of the true mechanism of narrative, which really starts from the 
desired or presumed end, and works backward, deriving beginnings, origins, and the event of the middle, 
from the end” (Brooks, 129-130). In other words, constitutional narratives employ memory thematically 
narrate the recovery of an originary moment and to trace casual relationships between that foundational 
point, a present set of circumstances, and a desired outcome. Formally, though, such narratives are arranged 
so that these logical and chronological relationships appear transparently natural and reasonable, without 
need of context or interpretation.
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 Between these rhetorical positions, and the subject of commentary, Orlando her-
self seems to embody the commemorating community of national biographer and citizen-
reader. She is able to remember for herself—and speak to herself about—people, places, 
and events across four hundred years. Collecting details and impressions over time allows 
her to personify, with increasing self-consciousness, notions of collective experience and 
the body politic. Her long, varied life thus conforms to and confirms the notions of organ-
ic unity and “continuous history” evoked in Vita Sackville-West’s Knole and the 
Sackvilles. Likely influenced by Vita’s book, Woolf saw these features in her friend’s own 
“capacity…to represent her country” in the most mundane of situations (shopping for 
groceries in Sevenoaks) and in her daily life at Knole: “Vita stalking in her Turkish dress, 
attended by small boys, down the gallery, wafting them on like some tall sailing ship—a 
sort of covey of noble English life…All the centuries seemed lit up, the past expressive, 
articulate; not dumb & forgotten.”  Organizing her narrative around the fantastically 455
long life of a single character allows Woolf to expand these anecdotes into a strangely 
literal form of national biography: her protagonist not only personifies or allegorizes na-
tional history, like Vita, but lives (through) it. In this way, Woolf bends the tropes and 
templates of Victorian national biography, citing numerous of them as the narrative pro-
gresses only to ironize or abandon them when Orlando exceeds them. The chapter titles 
included in the New York (Gaige) edition of Orlando emphasize this approach, by paro-
 Woolf, diary entries for 21 Dec. 1925 and 23 Jan. 1927, in Diary, Vol. 3, 52, 125.455
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dying the dry section headings that typically organized entries in the Dictionary of Na-
tional Biography.  456
 This technique of constitutional allegory differs markedly from the documentarian 
ethos she later adopted in The Pargiters, the experimental novel-essay that eventually be-
came her novel, The Years (1937). Her introduction to The Pargiters presents her multi-
generational historical novel as the product of extensive research, “not a novel of vision, 
but a novel of fact”; and unlike the flights of fantasy that inspired Orlando’s period-piece 
chapters, the chronologically-ordered chapters of The Pargiters collate “scores—I might 
boldly say thousands—of old memoirs…to represent English life at its most normal, most 
typical, and most representative.”   457
 And yet, what Orlando lacks in empirical rigor it makes up for by its popular ap-
peal. A decade before The Years became Woolf’s runway (and entirely unexpected) best-
seller, Orlando reinvigorated the democratic potential of national biography, limited as 
that potential was in the genre’s Victorian guise. The quintessential example of Victorian 
national biography, edited by Woolf’s father, Leslie Stephen, the Dictionary of National 
Biography (DNB) had attempted to mediate between the few history makers—elite actors 
and exceptional heroes—and an ostensibly widening sphere of readers who might join in 
 Amy E. Elkins, “Old Pages and New Readings in Virginia Woolf’s Orlando” (2010), 131-136. 456
Whereas all other editions simply have numbered chapters, the New York limited edition produced by 
Crosby Gaige includes the following descriptive titles: “Chapter One—Childhood and Youth,” “Chapter 
Two—Manhood. Ambassador at Constantinople,” “Chapter Three—The Age of Transition,” “Chapter Four
—London Life. Wits and Lawsuits,” “Chapter Five—Marriage and Home Life,” and “Chapter Six—Later 
Years. Conclusion.” 
 Woolf, The Pargiters, 9-10.457
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the collective activity of national life. The unfolding of the DNB across dozens of vol-
umes, published over more than a decade, offered educated readers a bird’s-eye view of 
the British social order and invited them to identify with its subjects’ public contributions 
and patriotic motivations—perhaps even to identify with its league of editors, joined pro-
fessionally in the task of reading and writing the nation’s story.  The British public’s edu-
cation and edification could develop alongside the encyclopedic record of the nation’s 
lives, with new editions and supplemental volumes updating that record for subsequent 
generations.  458
 Woolf’s pastiche “biography” condenses these democratizing features into a sin-
gle volume but also introduces competing discourses and media (the book’s gallery of 
eight portraits) alongside the narrator’s official tone and procedure. Interspersing genres 
and styles in this way allows Woolf to amplify the ideological component of national bi-
ography’s democratizing work, using the genre’s logical inconsistencies and aesthetic in-
adequacies—including its blandly neutral tone and formulaic organization—as fodder for 
her satirical constitutional allegory. Thus, Orlando’s central conceit of a long-lived char-
acter conflates the two dominant paradigms of Victorian historiography identified by 
 While the original DNB and its supplements included a selection of “people who lived in overseas 458
territories under British rule,” as well as exceptionally interesting criminals and imaginary figures (King 
Arthur), the 2004 edition extended this “integrationist approach” based on whether subjects were "known 
to Whitehall” (“Introduction to the Oxford DNB,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography [Online 
Edition; New York: Oxford UP, 2016], vii-vii). Marketing copy for the current print edition describes the 
ODNB as “one of the fundamental reference points for the exploration of English-speaking cultures, and 
many others…. [I]t redefines a shared historical and cultural landscape” (“Why buy a sixty-volume print 
set when the dictionary is available online?,” Oxford University Press Web Site, accessed 9 Oct. 2016).
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David Amigoni, and the narrative alternates between asserting Orlando’s exemplary hero-
ism and subjecting him to the determining influence of his surroundings: 
The old exemplar paradigm [associated with Thomas Carlyle] solved his-
torical problems with recourse to biography, the agency of an individual 
subject being the device used for explaining historical events; while the 
new development mode of explanation, which shared epistemological 
ground with Comtism, attempted to discover the progressive continuity in 
an historically variable object, be it a social structure, ruling idea or insti-
tution.  459
As both hero and pawn, plot device and historically determined cog in society, Orlando’s 
encyclopedic character comes to symbolize “progressive continuity” of national history 
but also the contextual influences and larger developmental patterns that make the nation 
contingent, indeed, contestable. Orlando’s physical sensations, in particular, provide a 
material link between successive eras of English history, a link that becomes, however, 
tense and tenuous as the protagonist’s orbit widens—whether through violent combat, 
foreign diplomacy, or international trade—to include people and places beyond England. 
 Orlando ultimately subverts Carlylean heroism and Comtean determinism alike, 
by comically eluding both heroic conventions (not least by switching genders) and histor-
ical conventions (for example, responding to the Victorian marriage ultimatum by 
proposing to herself). By personifying the nation but then evading its expectations, Or-
lando’s character draws attention to the range of activities, from poetry-writing to child-
bearing, that have constituted the nation. Futhermore, the narrative dramatizes a reflex-
 David Amigoni, Victorian Biography, 91-92. Amigoni’s exemplar of this disciplinary transition is 459
John R. Seeley, who launched his project of modernizing historical methods and pedagogy with an 1878 
biography of Baron vom Stein.
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ive, historicizing (rather than naturalizing) perspective on such constitutional activity by 
converting the Sackville family tree (Fig. 1, p. 3) into a published cultural text that circu-
lates throughout Woolf’s text: the poem Orlando writes and perpetually revises under the 
title “The Oak Tree.”  As poem and genealogical record, Orlando’s text fulfills the role 460
of “surrogate constitution” that Michael Gardiner ascribes to canonical English literature 
since the 1780s.  But its unifying presence in the text becomes an object of scrutiny, 461
with the poem just one amongst many competing texts and media through which Orlando 
senses and represents the changing state of insular England. As a constitutional narrative, 
Orlando uses this multi-generic and multi-sensory modernism to examine Orlando’s 
present-tense actions and experiences alongside the social order inherited from the past—
the ostensibly organic experience of Burke’s “ages and of generations” as well as the 
forms and norms of canonical English literature.  
 Especially in later chapters, the narrative begins to incorporate modernist tech-
niques for representing consciousness and physical sensation. These passages disrupt the 
conventions, assumptions, and rhetorical conceits of Victorian national biography by am-
plifying them, and by multiplying the genres, perspectives, and physical senses available 
for narrating the relationship between self and state. Critics such as Suzanne Raitt have 
associated these aspects of Orlando with the “new ideas about community and democra-
 As Hoffman notes, an early manuscript of Orlando attributes the link between poem and genealogy 460
to an intentional act of composition: “he might make the oak tree stand for the ancient tree of his own fami-
ly, call its branches after the different branches of that illustrious house” (qtd. in Hoffman, 441).
 Gardiner, The Constitution of English Literature, 4.461
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cy” influencing interwar English biography, especially a “sense of equality between read-
er, writer, and subject” (in contrast to the “reverence” of Victorian biography ironized by 
Lytton Strachey).  But the breakdown of genre, plot, and narration in the final sections 462
of Orlando emphasizes differences and divisions, as much as community, including in-
consistencies and breaks in the protagonist’s own self-understanding.  
 So although it is true that, as one of the book’s first reviewer noted, “the closing 
pages of the novel…weld[] into a compact whole what had seemed to be a series of 
loosely connected episodes,” that tying of threads is ultimately ironized and unsettled by 
the story’s abrupt modernist discontinuation.  By the book’s final chapter, Orlando 463
imagines not only speech and life but a degree of autonomy amongst Orlando's con-
stituent parts: “These selves of which we are built up, one on top of another, as plates are 
piled on a waiter’s hand, have attachments elsewhere, sympathies, little constitutions and 
rights of their own, call them what you will” (225-226, emphasis added). This formula-
tion of autonomous constitutions at two levels directly and precisely invokes federalism's 
formula of distributed but implicitly hierarchical sovereignty; a subsystem of “little” con-
stitutions partitioning a composite “we” is the defining characteristic of federal national-
ism. Federalism’s implicitly hierarchical structure comes into view, though, when Orlan-
do resorts to the amalgamating fiction of “the Key self” (227) in order to govern herself.  
 Raitt, “Gallivanting with Campbell: Orlando and Biography,” 20, 22, 20.462
 Cleveland B. Chase, "Mrs. Woolf Explores the 'Time' Element in Human Relations,” rev. of Orlan463 -
do: A Biography (1928), The New York Times (21 Oct. 1928).
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 The restoration of this centralizing subject to a position of authority allows her to 
negotiate (verbally and bodily) her return to a quieter state of life, at home in the English 
countryside, where violence is distant and the darkness is familiar. At the same time, the 
narrative presents Orlando’s renewed comfort and stability alongside repeated references 
to racialized violence. This bifurcated vision of domestic stability and imperial conquest, 
brought close together on the page, invites readers to transgress the boundary separating 
the national constitution from its imperial entanglements. It also calls into question the 
split in British imperial theory and practice between supposedly nonviolent forms of ex-
pansion (namely, settlement and indirect rule) and activities of conquest and annexation 
practiced by other, illiberal empires.  The tension between these scenes and terms and—464
of crises and unification, stability and violence, nation and empire—frame Orlando’s 
long-term development, at times punctuating the narrative with moments of incoherent 
crisis. 
 These disruptions extend to the representation of shifting and indeterminate rela-
tions beyond the boundaries of the Victorian nation. Decentering the voice and chronolo-
gy of Victorian national biography allows Woolf to produce an open-ended form of life 
narrative and to exercise modes of historical perception that are “conscious of dissever-
ment” (230). Her version of modernist national biography registers officially “unwritten” 
aspects of constitutional change—that is, changes determined by forces and agents con-
 Barrett records Woolf’s negative encounter with Frederick Lugard and his theories of indirect rule, 464
including her indignation at his attempts to justify indirect rule’s sometimes violent implementation and 
effects.
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sidered external to metropolitan reforms and historiographies. Early chapters ensure that 
these aspects of the national biography remain external by using official commentary and 
evocative literary language to gloss over or abstract any unsettling signs of violence or 
confusion. These methods become untenable by the book’s end, requiring the narrator’s 
and protagonist’s adoption of a federal solution for Orlando’s crisis in identity. While the 
narrator presents this solution in a positive light, harmonizing the book’s recurring im-
ages of dark and light, noise and silence, the narrative simultaneously culminates in a par-
ticular moment of rupture and transition: midnight. 
 Orlando brings together disparate versions of the national community in its first 
pages. The book’s faux-scholarly “Preface” expresses gratitude for the collaboration of 
“many friends,” living and dead, and names those precedents and contemporaries to 
whom the author is “perpetually in…debt”: from Defoe to living English writers and 
artists she knows personally, for their inspiration; and from the “officials of the British 
Museum and Record Office” to an anonymous “gentleman in America,” for factual as-
sistance (5-6). In chapter one, the first sentence of the narrative shifts to a contrasting but 
parallel system of genealogy and inheritance, tracing the legacy of what Marcus calls “a 
founding gesture of violence and conquest.”  Orlando rehearses the military exploits of 465
his forefathers, mimicking their legendary activities by practicing with his sword against 
a decapitated head that resembles—to the narrator— a football. The biographer-narrator’s 
defensively-inserted insistence on Orlando’s masculinity—“for there could be no doubt 
  Marcus, "Britannia Rules The Waves,” 66.465
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of his sex, though the fashion of the time did something to disguise it”—is substantiated 
by his identification with racially, religiously, and territorially determined violence. In 
“the barbarian fields of Africa” and from “the shoulders of…vast Pagan[s],” Orlando’s 
fathers “had struck many heads of many colours” (12).  
 These acts of decapitation are primary, not only coming first in the narrative’s 
chronology and presentation but serving as its inaugural occasion. In relationship to the 
preceding pages, they name a “debt” not included in the Preface’s many names and acts 
of naming. Establishing a historical starting point for subsequent pages, the scene of de-
capitation introduces a series of metonymic shifts in which Orlando’s acts of violence 
against the Moor’s disfigured face give way to a lavish description of the young boy’s 
hands and body, his face, and his early literary activities (beginning with a play and poet-
ry). The writing of Orlando—the narrative of his life and the text he produces—follows 
after and partially occludes this initial action, which surfaces again and again alongside 
later passages concerned with Orlando’s identity, integrity, and appearance.   
 In chronicling and interpreting Orlando’s life, Woolf’s biographer-narrator adapts 
the language of “constitution" to each passing era.  Each of Orlando’s six chapters fol466 -
 Max Saunders suggests that these transformations correspond to the sequence of styles identified in 466
Nigel Nicolson’s The Development of English Biography (Hogarth Press, 1928), which Woolf reviewed and 
to which Orlando makes several allusions. For example, Chapter Five’s references to “the spirit of the age” 
(179) echo Nicolson's assertion that “[n]o branch of literature has been more sensitive than biography to the 
‘spirit of the age’” (135); and this assertion comes in the book’s sixth and final chapter, which like Woolf’s 
six-chapter fictional biography ends with a survey of “The Present Age” (pp. 132-158). For more on 
Woolf’s place in the interwar revitalization of biography as an experimental genre, see Ruth Hoberman, 
Modernizing Lives: Experiments in English Biography (Carbondale: U of Souther Illinois P, 1987); and 
Laura Marcus, “The Newness of the ‘New Biography’: Biographical Theory and Practice in the Early 
Twentieth Century,” in Mapping Lives: The Uses of Biography, ed. Peter France and William St. Clair 
(New York: Oxford UP, 2002), 193-218.
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lows a similar pattern: a period of adjustment leads to a crisis that forces on Orlando 
some more or less drastic change, which the biographer-narrator struggles to explain to 
readers (often in the beginning section of the following chapter). The explanations that 
emerge frequently involve readerly collaboration, as well as occasional pliability or sug-
gestibility on Orlando’s part—a capacity taken to extremes by the final chapter. Remem-
bering earlier events and conjuring otherwise unavailable details allows the interpretive 
community of biographer-narrator, reader, and character to progress through each crisis 
and change.  
 In each case, references to earlier activities of violent conquest surface (in the nar-
ration or in Orlando’s thoughts) and serve to explain or verify the stability of Orlando’s 
character. Yet they play no role in the plot of the narrative (Orlando’s actions and experi-
ences as they unfold across each chapter). The same holds true for more general refer-
ences to England’s activities within and beyond the British Isles: they are granted this ex-
planatory or verifying role but do not cause anything to happen, other than momentary 
reactions by characters or the narrator. For example, when the ice on the Thames breaks 
up disastrously in chapter one, Orlando hears an old nobleman “calling vengeance upon 
the Irish rebels, who, he cried with his last breath, had plotted this devilry” (47). In such 
cases, both actions of the British state and the reactions they generate (Irish rebellion and 
its unidentified causes) are designated indirectly, incorporated as a prepositional phrase in 
the narrator’s description of metropolitan actions and attitudes. At the same time, the nar-
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ration ironizes the old nobleman’s outrage—and potentially the narrator’s plotting of a 
natural disaster in the British capital—by introducing the specter of an Irish plot. 
 In chapter one, the narrator attempts to demonstrate Orlando’s consistency by de-
tailing his romantic exploits, a counterpart to his capacity for the military exploits that 
develop from his first boyish infatuation with the Queen. Here the focal point for Orlan-
do’s thoughts and the text’s content is women’s physical presence, beginning with the 
Queen’s hand, which is the only thing he can see clearly amidst the chaos of a courtly 
procession and his own “mind[,] [which] was such a welter of opposites—of the night 
and the blazing candles, of the shabby poet and the great Queen, of silent fields and the 
clatter of serving men” (18). The string of lovers that follows (24, 28) keeps Orlando 
from brooding melancholy, for the most part, and serve to advance the story, culminating 
in Sasha’s desertion of him and the disastrous break-up of the frozen Thames. Like later 
sections, the narrative here presents Orlando’s experience with love and betrayal as an 
extension of the chapter’s violent beginning, by citing the “frenzy,” “blackness,” and 
“huge eclipse /  Of sun and moon” in Shakespeare’s Othello (42-43). These early pas-
sages establish the text’s contrasting vocabulary of light and dark, silence and cacophony, 
touch and absence, and its application of these terms to the circumstances of Orlando’s 
romantic ventures. 
 Chapter two, titled “Manhood” in the New York edition, affirms Orlando’s re-
silience in the wake of “that disastrous winter which saw…the downfall of Orlando’s 
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hopes” (49): “Happily, Orlando was of strong constitution and the disease…never broke 
him down as it has many of his peers” (56). The chapter begins with the narrator-biogra-
pher introducing readers to this period of crisis and emphasizing the difficulties of docu-
menting that crisis. Coinciding with “trouble” in Ireland (49), Orlando’s “downfall” in 
this chapter stems from a “dark, mysterious, and undocumented” change in his life: 
“some change, it was suspected, must have taken place in the chambers of his brain” (49, 
50). His life takes an introspective and decadent turn that parallels the decadent historical 
consciousness of Wilde’s Dorian Gray: he wanders his ancestral estate with “sins on his 
conscience,” finding a “strange delight in thoughts of death and decay” and—most dan-
gerously—“the disease of reading” (52, 53, 56). The extremity of his condition is demon-
strated in a situation reminiscent of the opium-taking passage in Dorian Gray: “when…it 
was the dead of night and all safe asleep, he crossed the room, took a silver key from his 
pocket and unlocked the doors of a great inlaid cabinet which stood in the corner” 
(56-57). Rather than opium, Orlando finds an early draft of his poem, “The Oak Tree”; 
and, thus, instead of a harmful substance of foreign origin, his writing appears as a 
homemade cure for his decadent condition. Returning to the task of recording his experi-
ence in writing strengthens Orlando’s memory, which proves its ability by integrating the 
“ragbag” confusion of objects, substances, and actions accumulated by the end of chapter 
one: “the whole assortment shall be lightly stitched together by a single thread” (58). It is 
this overlapping labor of memory and writing that explains his immunity to backward-
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looking distraction and his turn, by chapter’s end, toward “the public life of his country” 
(88). 
 By these middle sections, the narrative has conscripted readers to join Orlando in 
ascertaining the “boundary and circumference” of his constitution. Like the first chapter’s 
citation of Othello as a figure for the suppressed violence of Orlando’s romantic exploits, 
the rest of chapter two finds him replacing “all the glories of blood and state” with a de-
sire for cultural achievement—his quest “to win immortality against the English lan-
guage” (61). He immerses himself in pictures, books and, later in the chapter, household 
furnishings. As the narrator complains, these are preoccupations that conventional ap-
proaches to national biography have trouble documenting. To measure these subtle 
changes in his character and verify Orlando’s masculine constitution for themselves, 
readers are encouraged to draw on their own memory and imagination: 
For though these are not matters on which a biographer can profitably en-
large[,] it is plain enough to those who have done a reader’s part in making 
up from bare hints dropped here and there the whole boundary and cir-
cumference of a living person; can hear in what we only whisper a living 
voice; can see, often when we say nothing about it, exactly what he looked 
like, and know without a word to guide them precisely what he thought 
and felt and it is for readers such as these alone that we write—it is plain 
then to such a reader that Orlando was strangely compounded of many 
humours—of melancholy, of indolence, of passion, of love and solitude, to 
say nothing of all those contortions and subtleties of temper which were 
indicated on the first page, when he slashed at a dead nigger’s head; cut it 
down; hung it chivalrously out of his reach again and then betook himself 
to the window-seat with a book. (54-55) 
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In recalling readers’ violent introduction to Orlando, the text plots the lines of his indi-
vidual character onto the expanding container of the conquering nation. Orlando’s conti-
nuity of character allows the narrator to associate his present moods and choices with his 
behavior in the distant past. But this plotting of continuity is offered through paralipsis, 
the figure of speech that simultaneously sets aside the point being made and emphasizes 
the point being set aside: here where the biographer himself cannot “profitably enlarge,” 
his readers step in to finish the map, “making up” what could not otherwise be said, 
heard, or seen. Who Orlando is—what he has made and what he is made of—is reflected 
in the “hints” and “whisper[s]” the passage says it cannot address. 
 While details about Orlando’s changes up to this point are obscured by the private 
nature of his activities, the opposite holds true in chapter three, following his prominently 
public tenure as ambassador to Constantinople. By staging Orlando’s transformation in 
the southern periphery of Europe, the narrative absorbs and subtly alters the gendered 
Victorian conceptions of geography associated with Richard Burton’s “sotadic zone,” 
within which “there is a blending of the masculine and feminine temperament, a crasis 
which elsewhere occurs only sporadically.”  For here it is a political “revolution,” itself 467
obscure, that shrouds Orlando’s transformation from man to woman in mystery (88). Like 
other anachronistic terms in the narration (including “football” in its first paragraph) and 
the text’s frequent references to the time of its ongoing composition (e.g., 58), the crisis 
 Richard Burton, The Sotadic Zone (1886), 20.467
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of “revolution” draws an analogy between this earlier “Age of Transition” (the chapter’s 
title in the New York edition) and the tense present moment of the book’s composition. 
The 1920s were a decade of “world revolt against Europe,” as Leonard Woolf argued in 
Imperialism and Civilization (1928), the book he was writing alongside or shortly prior to 
Woolf’s drafting of Orlando.  Her own text’s analogy between centuries implies not 468
only that the past prefigures the present, or that the past is written with present terms and 
categories, but that the challenges to imperial rule are as perpetual as the sovereign pow-
er’s own claims of unity, continuity, and authority. Orlando’s “crasis” or abbreviating 
combination of genders mirrors the synchronic temporality of imperial history, disclosing 
the crossing political forces that make and unmake an empire across eras. 
 The dialectical counterpart to the first chapter’s decapitations, revolution in Istan-
bul provokes further desires for consistency within both character and biographer-narra-
tor, who are willing and able to accommodate even a radical change in gender: “His 
memory—but in future we must, for convention’s sake, say ‘her’ for ‘his,’ and ‘she’ for 
‘he’—her memory then, went back through all the events of her past life without encoun-
tering any obstacle” (103). The biographer-narrator insists that Orlando remained obvious 
and uninvolved in foreign revolutions, despite his and her position of authority, and the 
transition in pronouns and physical appearance provides helpful digressions that fill the 
time prior to her departure from Constantinople. When Orlando finally arrives back in 
 Leonard Woolf, Imperialism and Civilization (1928), 13; cf. 28, where he refers again to “the revolt 468
of Asia and Africa against Europe.”
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London in chapter four, the narrator explains the lack of “suspicion” about Orlando’s ab-
sence and various changes by updating the terms previously used to anatomize his com-
position (126). For example, the “humours” discussed in chapter two (blockquote above) 
are replaced with “faculties” (156). Cycling through genders and through these terms and 
models of the self over the course of a single life emphasizes their artificiality and strains 
credulity. Stretching the national imperative to preserve memory and identity across peri-
ods of foreign revolution and physical transition, Woolf achieves her gender-bending di-
version of English history by exploiting its own logic of continuity. She uses the contor-
tions of constitutional justification to accommodate a plurally androgynous and multiply 
gendered self. 
 The book’s final two chapters self-consciously stage the transition between singu-
lar and plural constitutions. With this change comes an internalization of the conflict pre-
viously embodied in armies and state officials, which the narrative continues to register 
through comic personification. In chapter five, Orlando’s sense of identity, autonomy, and 
good taste are frustrated by the heterogeneity of the Victorian era, which the narrative 
figures as an imperial motley. Her constitutional crises in these final chapters involve “the 
internalization of jeopardized geographical territory” that Kumkum Sangaria identifies as 
a central feature of modernist “self-definition.” The text’s imagery of fluid darkness and 
violent blackness, in particular, display the modernist primitivism Sangari claims is “a 
means for the [modernist] renovation of bourgeois ideologies.”  As Nels Pearson has 469
 Kumkum Sangari, “The Politics of the Possible” (1987), 24, 25.469
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argued, Woolf’s fiction is structured by “a decidedly ‘first world’, metropolitan, left intel-
lectual global imaginary that still plays heavily on the contrast of sovereignty and 
fluidity.”  However, Woolf’s modernist national biography makes these ideologies and 470
imaginaries available for scrutiny by demonstrating their role in articulating national cul-
ture and obscuring imperial violence. Orlando amplifies and aggravates internalized anx-
ieties about territorial-civilizational jeopardy by narrating the gendered and racial logic of 
British state formation and by exaggerating well-known metaphors used to distinguish 
internal from external geographies. 
 Typical of Woolf’s approach, the second paragraph of chapter five invokes See-
ley’s conceit of absent-minded imperialism, only to undermine it. The narrator introduces 
this Seeleyan trope early in the chapter: “the constitution of England was altered and no-
body knew it” (167).  Orlando’s rude first encounter with this “altered” state of affairs 471
occurs, appropriately enough, as she is traveling through St. James’ Park toward the royal 
palaces on Constitution Hill. Riding in her carriage at “twelve o’clock mid-day,” Orlando 
sees a ray of light illuminating a monumental vision of the Victorian Empire: 
a conglomeration at any rate of the most heterogeneous and ill-assorted 
objects, piled higgledy-piggledy in a vast mound where the statue of 
Queen Victoria now stands!…The incongruity of the objects, the associa-
tion of the fully clothed and the partly draped, the garishness of the differ-
 Nels Pearson, “Woolf’s Spatial Aesthetics and Postcolonial Critique” (2016), 436.470
 In contrast to Seeley’s explanation of national absent-mindedness, Woolf attributes this change to 471
women’s (lack of) agency in the institution of domestic family life: “[T]he home—which had become ex-
tremely important—was completely altered…. The life of the average woman was a succession of child-
births…Thus the British Empire came into existence” (167-168).
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ent colours and their plaid-like juxtapositions afflicted Orlando with the 
most profound dismay. […] She was determined not to look again. 
(169-170) 
This pile of ill-assorted objects and ill-associated subjects is made monumentally visible, 
moved from colony to metropolis and from museum, state, or private collections into a 
public display. But the conglomeration is out of place chronologically, preceding the offi-
cial monument to Queen Victoria erected in 1901 as well as the influx of colonial and 
postcolonial immigrants that would become visible in London later in the twentieth cen-
tury. Invoking the sort of contrasts found in the British Museum or Imperial Exhibits, the 
passage’s dismay about “the association of the fully clothed and the partly draped” recalls 
the illustrations on the widely distributed Imperial Federation Map (1886), which offered 
such a conglomerated scene as the literal frame for viewing the world (Fig. 20). Woolf 
reframes the conglomeration as an object of consideration. In contrast to the narrative’s 
frolicking and theatrical presentation of violence in earlier passages, seeing the incon-
gruities of the imperial spectacle gathered in “monumental” association forces Orlando to 
reconsider her own position and values. 
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Fig. 20. “Freedom, Fraternity, Federation. Imperial Federation - Map of the World Showing the Extent of the 
British Empire in 1886.” Walter Crane, Imperial Federation Map (1886). Boston Public Library.  472
 Up to this point, Orlando’s determination “not to look” at the spectacle seems 
prompted primarily by its aesthetic effrontery, but she gradually begins to experience a 
more substantial break from the biographer-narrator’s interpretive cues. As the chapter 
progresses forward in time and inward in focus, it becomes clear that Orlando's conster-
nation involves more than "plaid-like juxtapositions.” Growing both more abstract and 
more somatic, the final chapter treats the imperial “conglomeration” and Orlando’s 
 See Felix Driver, “In Search of the Imperial Map: Walter Crane and the Image of Empire,” History 472
Workshop Journal 69 (Spring 2010): 146-157.
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“complicated spiritual state” (208) as conjoined philosophical and material problems: 
“Now, the truth is that when one has been in a state of mind (as nurses call it)—and the 
tears still stood in Orlando’s eyes—the thing one is looking at becomes, not itself, but 
another thing, which is bigger and much more important and yet remains the same thing” 
(210). Imperial expansion is no longer “absent” (per Seeley) from Orlando’s self-con-
sciousness or her perceptions of the world (“the thing one is looking at”). 
 Orlando’s response to this “complicated spiritual state” is itself scrutinized. Her 
solitary hallucinations, with their insistence on continuity (“and yet remains the same 
thing”), elicit an uncontrollable surge of “ecstasy” until she sees again “the wealth and 
power of England” displayed in the street. Upon this sight, “[o]ne thought only disturbed 
her…. Perhaps, Orlando thought, looking at the stately, still faces, their time of propaga-
tion is our; this is the consummation. What she now beheld was the triumph of an age…. 
[and] the massive conglomeration of splendid objects moved, dispersed and disappeared 
into Piccadilly” (212). The complications are resolved into a single-minded (“[o]ne 
thought only”) elegy for the passing of an era. At the close of the Victorian Age, the nar-
rative’s growing reliance on free indirect style finds Orlando’s nostalgia for the past giv-
ing way to a commendation of “pleasure of all sorts…singing in a dark chapel hymns 
about death, and anything, anything that interrupts and confounds the tapping and filing 
of letters and forging of links and chains, binding the Empire together” (216). Her fan-
tasies of dispersing or disrupting the imperial conglomeration are treated here as exercis-
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es in self-preservation and pleasurable distraction, with even death relegated to rituals 
enhancing personal melancholy.  
 The narrative finally catches up to and intersects with “the present moment” (219) 
midway through chapter six. Orlando’s post-Victorian confusion reaches a climax while 
shopping in Marshall & Snelgrove’s, the London department store. Searching for double 
bed sheets, things fall apart for her when the clerk offers her a set made of the “best Irish 
linen”: “Here, as she was fingering the linen abstractedly, one of the swing-doors be-
tween the departments opened and let through, perhaps from the fancy-good department, 
a whiff of scent…” (221). The scent’s entrance is followed by the reappearance of Sasha, 
and for Orlando the events of the first chapter repeat rapidly in this chapter. This intrusion 
of memory follows the pattern of repression identified by Irish historian Mo Moulton, 
who suggests that the newly-independent Irish Republic occupied an uncanny presence in 
1920s England: “Irishness remained embedded in the very fabric of English life, and yet 
that fact had to be repeatedly forgotten in order to navigate the realities of the post-1921 
world.”  In Orlando, physical contact with literal fabric triggers memories of Eliza473 -
bethan maledictions against “Irish rebels,” now uttered by an old man on the omnibus, 
and visions of landscapes beyond even the British Isles: “I see mountains. Turkey? India? 
Persia?” (47, 223). The otherwise occluded imperial relation becomes palpable in the raw 
material it produces, palpable as sensual emanations of its commodity form. 
 Mo Moulton, Ireland and the Irish in Interwar England (2014), 3.473
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 Leaving the store in confusion, Orlando finds the familiar streets outside crowded 
and confused, like her own mind:  
Nothing could be seen whole or read from start to finish…the body and 
mind were like scraps of torn paper tumbling from a sack and, indeed…it 
is an open question in what sense Orlando can be said to have existed in 
the present moment. Indeed we should have given her over for a person 
entirely disassembled…. (225) 
The organic and textual metaphors and resounding silences introduced to shore up Orlan-
do’s identity in earlier chapters come under intensified strain here, leaving readers with 
an “open question” more emphatic than earlier uncertainties. Woolf’s modernist national 
biography turns the continuity of Orlando’s life against itself, by inserting into everyday 
life and physical sensation signs of its construction out of persistent (but suppressed) rela-
tions of conquest and subjection—and reminders of the “rebels” and “revolutions” pre-
cipitated by that violence.  
 Like in earlier chapters, the narrator attempts to answer this crisis by applying 
psychological theories, filling in missing details, and eliciting readerly speculation. The 
reader is asked to believe that Orlando’s “disassembled” condition can be resolved by the 
introduction of “the Captain self, the Key self, which amalgamates and controls them all” 
(227): 
So she was now darkened, stilled, and become, with the addition of this 
Orlando, what is called, rightly or wrongly, a single self, a real self. And 
she fell silent. For it was probable that when people talk aloud, the selves 
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(of which there may be more than two thousand) are conscious of dissev-
erment, and are trying to communicate but when communication is estab-
lished there is nothing more to be said. (230) 
This solution transforms the experience of a schizophrenic break and auditory hallucina-
tions into a moment of psychic and social integration. The “probable” explanation pro-
vided for readers is that amalgamating control has replaced perceptions of “dissever-
ment” with newly established channels or modes of “communication.” While noting the 
potential for disagreement about what qualifies as “a single self, a real self,” the narrator 
presents Orlando’s silence as proof that everything is now back under control (hers, and 
by extension, the narrator’s). Orlando returns to the state indicated by a moment of word-
play earlier in the chapter: “At length she was revived in a singular way” (200). 
 With the narrator, at least, no longer “conscious of disseverment,” Orlando retains 
her identity and recovers a sense, as the chapter concludes, of “complete composure (for 
she was now one and entire, and presented, it may be[,] a larger surface to the shock of 
time)” (235). Orlando recuperates an abstract vision of universal (comprehensive) inte-
gration that dissolves “all our most violent passions” into familiar locality—in this case, 
the English landscape:  
[E]verything was partly something else, and each gained an odd moving 
power from this union of itself and something not itself so that with this 
mixture of truth and falsehood her mind became like a forest in which 
things moved; lights and shadows changed, and one thing became anoth-
er…The [oak] tree has grown bigger, sturdier, and more knotted since she 
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had known it, somewhere about the year 1588, but it was still in the prime 
of life. (237) 
The “sturdier” and “more knotted” growth of the oak tree records traces of violent contact 
and influence, but only as they effect the tree itself. The oak tree’s resilience corresponds 
to Orlando’s own growth in response to external shock, such as the contact with colonial 
goods that had made Orlando briefly aware of the empire’s material constitution (as an 
economic system). In the final stages of Orlando’s growth, vision returns as a primary 
faculty after the “shadow of faintness” that had troubled her, allowing her to become in 
the narrative’s final pages “a very indifferent witness to the truth of what was before her” 
(236). As emphasized in the first British edition produced of the text Orlando’s renewed 
ability to see the “whole” and read from “start to finish” (225) extends earlier tropes of 
movement and chiaroscuro: “everything was partly something else, as if her mind had 
become a forest with glades branching here and there; things came nearer, and further, 
and mingled and separated and made the strangest alliances and combinations in an in-
cessant chequer of light and shade.”  474
 Woolf, Orlando, ed. Rachel Bowlby, 308. This edition does not use the term “union” but preserves 474
the passage’s political connotations by referring to “alliances and combinations.” The entire passage is re-
produced below, with the variant reading in italics: 
She now looked down into this pool or sea in which everything is reflected—and, indeed, some 
say that all our most violent passions, and art and religion, are the reflections which we see in the 
dark hollow at the back of the head when the visible world is obscured for the time. She looked 
there now, long, deeply, profoundly, and immediately the ferny path up the hill along which she 
was walking became not entirely a path, but partly the Serpentine; the hawthorn bushes were part-
ly ladies and gentlemen sitting with card-cases and gold-mounted canes; the sheep were partly tall 
Mayfair houses; everything was partly something else, as if her mind had become a forest with 
glades branching here and there; things came nearer, and further, and mingled and separated and 
made the strangest alliances and combinations in an incessant chequer of light and shade. Except 
when Canute, the elk-hound, chased a rabbit and so reminded her that it must be about half past 
four—it was indeed twenty-three minutes to six—she forgot the time. (308)
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IV. Midnight; or, “The Dark Hollow at the Back of the Head” 
She has revolutionised fiction, and he, biography…[but] 
[t]he weapons they have turned on the Victorian were 
forged in Victorian homes…. 
Raymond Mortimer, rev. of Orlando (1929)  475
 “Aziz is a free agent,” Woolf concluded in her review of E. M. Forster’s A Pas-
sage to India (1924), referring to the novel’s central, and to Woolf compelling, Indian 
character.  India’s status was not so immediately settled. On October 11, 1928, the day 476
of Orlando’s publication in London—also the day on which the narrative’s final section 
is set—approximately 500 people waving black flags gathered at Bombay’s Ballard Pier. 
They were assembled to protest the arrival of the Simon Commission, the all-white statu-
tory committee whose report on Indian constitutional reforms was to provide the basis for 
the “paper federation” instituted by Parliament in the 1935 Government of India Act.  477
 Raymond Mortimer, Bookman (Feb. 1929), qtd. Michael Holyrod, Lytton Strachey: The New Biog475 -
raphy (1995), 605.
 Woolf, Essays, Vol. 4, 500. British officials were similarly optimistic, though more paternal, in their 476
assessments. As Commonwealth historian David McIntyre reports of Liberal Unionist-Conservative MP 
Leo Amery, future Secretary of State for India and Burma (1940-1945): “The ‘coming of age’ of the 
younger nations of the Commonwealth was hailed by Amery when he spoke at Chatham House on 30 No-
vember 1926—a few day after the publication of the Balfour formula” (The Britannic Vision, 59).
 S. R. Bakshi, Simon Commission and Indian Nationalism (1977), xi, 89-121. This arrival inaugurat477 -
ed the Commission’s second tour of the subcontinent that year, after a shorter, fact-finding visit in Feb-
ruary-March 1928 (Bakshi, x). The longest piece of Legislation passed by Parliament at that time, the 1935 
Government of India Act made it “lawful” for King George to declare the various components of the Indian 
dyarchy “united in a Federation under the Crown,” given certain political conditions in both England and 
India. Though these conditions were never in fact met (potentially the Act’s intended goal), the bill supplied 
a significant portion of the Indian constitution adopted in 1949 (250 of its 359 Articles) (Anderson, The 
Indian Ideology, 106-107). In Britain, the Act was not formally repealed until 19 Nov. 1998. Cf. R. J. 
Moore, “The Making of India’s Paper Federation, 1927-1935,” pp. 54-78. The text of the Act is available 
via the National Archives’ comprehensive (1257-present) database of UK-related legislation (Legislation.-
gov.uk, http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo5and1Edw8/26/2). Thanks to lobbying by Nancy Astor, 
the first female British MP, and her colleagues, amendments were added to the 1935 Act that expanded the 
franchise to Indian women as well as men, though with restrictions (Sumita Mukherjee, "Votes for Women 
in India: The Early Female MPs and Their Lobbying for Indian Suffrage,” UKvote100.com [18 Apr. 2017]).
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Two weeks later, on October 30, several thousand non-violent protesters bearing black 
flags inscribed “Simon Go Back” (Fig. 21) gathered at the railway station in Lahore, 
where local police struck Punjabi politician Lala Lajpat Rai and other leaders of the 
march with bamboo bludgeons (for which there were no indictments, despite Lajpat Rai’s 
sudden death from heart failure three weeks later, on November 17).  478
 Bakshi, Simon Commission and Indian Nationalism, 94-102. The Woolfs had two of Lajpat Rai's 478
books in their personal library: England’s Debt to India: A Historical Narrative of Britain's Fiscal Policy in 
India (New York: Huebsch, 1917); and The Political Future of India (New York: Huebsch, 1919; LW anno-
tations) (King and Miletic-Vejzovic, Library).
	280
 
Fig. 21. “Indian Uninvited Guest, Simon Go Back.” “In pictures: Indian independence posters.” BBC.com. 
 The confrontation between Commission and boycott embodied a significant turn-
ing point in the relationship between England and India. Mass mobilization by Indian na-
tionalists precipitated a shift and acceleration toward Indian self-government that was to 
alter the domestic (English) and imperial constitutions as well as the workings of the 
Raj.  The turmoil surrounding this officially “unwritten” aspect of constitutional change 479
is registered in Woolf's modernist national biography, providing a backdrop for Orlando’s 
journey toward disseverment and federal reconstitution and framing the narrative’s cul-
minating moment of rupture and transition. Marking the tense present moment of the 
 The Commission was formed two years earlier than was required by the 1919 Government of India 479
Act, which allowed for reconsideration of its provisions after a decade. This acceleration served the imme-
diate goals of the ruling Conservative party, which wanted to begin the process before an anticipated elec-
toral loss to Labour; however, the fact that they feared more drastic action by the new government points to 
the growing pressure from the nationalist movement and their supporters within England.
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book’s composition, the narrative's final striking of the midnight hour signals the book’s 
turn toward an open-ended form of life narrative and puts an end to the narrator’s at-
tempts to figure dark and light as a stable grid or checkerboard design. 
 The Simon Commission was announced on November 8, 1927, a month to the 
day after Woolf began drafting Orlando, and completed its initial fact-finding tour the 
following spring, as Woolf finished a first full draft.  The Commission itself and the 480
mass protests supporting the Indian boycott movement were widely discussed in the 
home press that year (from November 1927 to November 1928) and frequently became 
the subject of official commentary.  For example, political cartoonist David Low (1891-481
1963) caricatured the proceedings that winter (January and February), in a series of im-
ages for the Evening Standard (Fig. 22, 23). The denial of Indian (and Irish) self-determi-
 The Indian Statutory Commission, as it was officially known, was appointed on November 8, 1927 480
(Woolf began Orlando on October 8) and arrived in India for its initial fact-finding tour on February 3, 
1928 (as Woolf was “hacking rather listlessly at the last chapter of Orlando”); the boycott was officially 
endorsed by the nationalists’ Central Legislative Assembly on February 16 and was active until the Com-
mission returned to England on March 31 (Woolf finished a full draft on March 17) (Clarke, ed., 30). After 
vacationing in France, she corrected proofs in June, and saw it published in the first half of October (the 
2nd in New York and the 11th in London). This was about a month after the Indian All Parties Conference 
released its preemptive counterproposal to the Simon Commission report—coordinated by Motilal Nehru 
(1861-1931) for the Indian National Congress and bearing his name as the Nehru Report. It was in this con-
text that Gandhi wrote: “I am more than ever convinced that the communal problem should be solved out-
side of legislation, and if in order to reach that state, there has to be civil war, so be it" (Nehru, Complete 
Works, Vol. 36, p. 282; quoted in Anderson, The Indian Ideology, 101). Whereas the Nehru Report contro-
versially supported Dominion status within the Empire rather than complete independence, the Simon 
Commission’s official report (published in 1930) became the basis of the 1935 Government of India Act, 
which in turn provided 250 of the 395 articles composing the Constitution ratified after Independence (An-
derson, The Indian Ideology, 106-107).
 Bakshi records the extent to which the Conservative Government began making its case for the 481
Commission prior to its official announcement:  “Baldwin and Birkenhead had lost no opportunity of ex-
plaining their policy before the British public. Every one of their public addresses in the weeks preceding 
the announcement of the appointment of the Commission contain some reference to India. India became for 
some time a more important issue in British politics than it had been for a long time past”  (40). On the 
other hand, nationalist critics of the Commission such as Motilal Nehru gave interviews to the press in 
London (24 Nov. 1927, published in India in The Tribune on 28 Dec.) and petitioned the Labour party to 
withdraw Labour participation from the Commission (Bakshi, 54).
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nation was a topic Low had dealt with in the past and would return to repeatedly over the 
next two years, always emphasizing its galvanizing effects on colonial subjects (Fig. 24, 
25, 26).  Elites in England saw the Commission as a sign of “substantial progress to482 -
wards Indian self-government,” in the case of Fabian colonial administrator and Hogarth 
Press author Sydney Haldane Olivier; or, more condescendingly amongst the Round Ta-
ble group, as a necessary intervention amongst nationalist factions who “have nothing 
constructive to offer.”  Its importance for Indian nationalists lay in the revolutionary 483
potential of anti-Commission protests, which built on the mass movements organized 
since World War I and by the end of October involved tens of thousands of protesters in 
cities along the Commission’s tour. 
 Woolf read the Standard occasionally and notes reading it on May 31, 1928, as she was discussing 482
Orlando with Leonard and preparing to correct proofs (Diary, Vol. 3, 182-186). She was sick in bed when 
the first of these comics ran, with a headache from January 23-27 and the flu throughout mid-February 
(Clarke, 30). 
 [Sydney] Olivier, “The Boycott of the Simon Commission,” The Contemporary Review 133 (Jan. 483
1928): 564-571, 564; unsigned, “India and the Simon Commission,” The Round Table: A Quarterly Review 
of the Politics of the British Commonwealth 18.70 (January 1928): 301-320, 316.
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Fig. 22. David Low. “Indian Rope Magic. White Magician (winningly): ‘For this experiment I must request the 
assistance of the audience. Would several gentlemen kindly walk up on the carpet?’ Reform. Simon 
Commission.” Evening Standard (Sun. 11 Feb. 1928). British Cartoon Archive. 
 
Fig. 23. David Low. “Indian Big Game Hunt. The Game, Not Having Been Properly Invited, Decide to Ignore 




Fig. 24. David Low. “Progress to Liberty-Amritsar style. Ireland. India.” The Star (16 Dec. 1919). Rpt. from The 
Daily News (16 Dec. 1919). 
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Fig. 25. David Low. “The Book of the month - (Heavyweight section.). ‘A million copies, Sir? Certainly, Sir! Ex-
cellent reading, Sir!’ ‘Oh! I don’t want them to read - Just to throw at policemen.’ The Simon Report. Gandhi-
ite.” Evening Standard (10 June 1930). British Cartoon Archive. 
 
Fig. 26. David Low. “United India. Simon Report.” Evening Standard (30 June 1930). British Cartoon Archive. 
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 More than a specific policy debate, the Simon Commission affair capped a decade 
of anxious introspection amongst English liberals. As Hogarth Press author Edward 
Thompson explained in The Other Side of the Medal (1925), his revisionary account of 
the 1857 anti-British uprising or “Sepoy mutiny,” Anglo-Indian relations were haunted by 
“shadows of the mutiny” (85): the English suffered from “a morbid, dreaming state of 
mind” (87) and Indian "irreconcilability,” likewise, lay “at the back of the mind…[as a] 
festering trouble” (28).  And yet, Thompson remained certain that a “gesture” (prayas-
chitta) of “atonement" could not only secure Indian friendship but reset Britain's own his-
torical imagination: “We who are British can sweep our minds clear of all the poison and 
untruth that our books have placed there, and we can create an atmosphere in which a 
new beginning of thought is possible” (132). 
 Orlando figures the solipsism of such unilateral proposals for “atonement,” which 
leave intact the unitary assumptions about a British polity “at-one” with itself. Alongside 
the biographer-narrator’s negotiations and celebrations of perpetual national renewal, and 
the text’s lyrical figures for federated unity, Woolf’s modernist national biography sus-
tains a temporality of divided possibilities and possible divisions. The time of division 
and transition in Orlando is roughly midnight, in accordance with diurnal metaphors of 
rationality (enlightenment) and imperial or civilizational development. This emphasis on 
darkness also recalls the anxieties of Diceyan constitutionalism, epitomized in the title his 
critique of Irish Home Rule legislation, A Leap in the Dark; or, Our New Constitution 
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(1893; second edition, 1911). Critics have noted Woolf’s reliance on the binary of light 
and darkness to formulate a “feminist aesthetics,” in which the figure of solar eclipse sig-
nals “a transitional moment of feminist challenge and change”—from glaring sun to an 
impressionistic array of color and shadow.  Others have suggested that Orlando uses 484
“clock time” to practice a “historical impressionism,” in which “the bells [at each chap-
ter’s close] toll out a dying civilization.”  485
 A pattern of recurring midnights in Orlando’s early chapters becomes, in the final 
chapter, a disconcerting fullness of time. On one hand, Orlando comes to peace with what 
the narrative calls “the dark hollow at the back of the head when the visible world is ob-
scured for the time” (237). Her return to her country estate localizes this “dark” place in a 
symbolically familiar place and time, making it a memory or landmark within the nation-
al subject’s life and perspective. On the other hand, the narrative ultimately leaves readers 
stalled and waiting for a new interjection by the narrator-biographer, whose ebbing pres-
ence draws focus to the material objects and erratic actions figured in the text’s final lyri-
cal excesses. The closing ellipsis in Orlando’s speech (“The wild goose…”) replaces both 
these lyrical excesses and the ongoing interpretive commentary of national biography 
with a moment of decision and potential rupture from the nation’s settled past. 
 Like Orlando the boy, Woolf “was sometimes found at midnight by a page” (Or-
lando, 55). Her composition of Orlando was book-ended and punctuated by her aware-
 Jane Goldman, The Feminist Aesthetics of Virginia Woolf (1998), 9. 484
 Jack F. Stewart, “Historical Impressionism in Orlando” (1973), 76.485
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ness of the midnight hour. On March 14, 1927, she recorded in her diary that “suddenly 
between 12 & one [last night] I conceived a whole fantasy…to end with three dots … 
so”; and a year later, on March 6, she was complaining to Vita about “this damned Orlan-
do—I want to finish it, and I can’t finish it; and then I wake up in the night so excited and 
have to take a sleeping draught.” She finished Orlando on March 18 “as the clock struck 
one,” according to her diary—or “at five minutes to one,” according to another report she 
sent Vita—and completed the first typescript on March 22: “There are the last pages at 
the end of Orlando, and it is twenty five minutes to one.”  Reminiscent of Vita’s later 486
story, “Thirty Clocks Strike the Hour”, Woolf’s own time-keeping appears in Orlando as 
a link between author, narrator, and character that takes on figurative and allegorical con-
notations.  
 Orlando sleeps through the book’s first darkness-shrouded turning point and thus 
remains oblivious to important details regarding his material wealth and political 
prospects. He “slept all night in ignorance” as the Queen, infatuated with the young boy, 
formally grants his family their new estate and drastically changes the course of his life 
(18). By contrast, he is all too awake for the first chapter’s second midnight, the disap-
pointing tryst with Sasha that precipitates the first major crisis of his life (43-46): “When 
the twelfth [note] struck he knew that his doom was sealed…other clocks struck, jangling 
one after another. The whole world seemed to ring with the news of her deceit and his 
derision. The old suspicions subterraneously at work in him rushed forth from conceal-
 Clarke collects these entries in the timeline for his holograph edition of Orlando, pp. 28-31.486
	289
ment openly” (45). This stroke of midnight indicates Orlando’s adolescent loss of child-
ish “ignorance.” 
 The text frames this first crisis with a reminder of racialized and gendered vio-
lence extracted from a central text in the English literary canon. Immediately prior to his 
realization of betrayal, Orlando views a performance of Shakespeare’s Othello. His re-
sponse to the play mirrors and informs his reaction to Sasha’s betrayal, as both feelings 
follow the same narrative sequence—suppressed memory followed by sudden recogni-
tion and adjustment:  
At last the play was ended. All had grown dark. The tears streamed down 
his face. Looking up into the sky there was nothing but blackness there 
too. Ruin and death, he thought, cover all. The life of man ends in the 
grave. Worms devour us.  
Methinks it should be now a huge eclipse 
Of sun and moon, and that the affrighted globe 
Should yawn— 
Even as he said this a star of some pallor rose in his memory. The night 
was dark; it was pitch dark; but it was such a night as this that they had 
waited for; it was on such a night as this that they had planned to fly. He 
remembered everything. The time had come. (43) 
The end of the play launches the end of Orlando’s relationship with Sasha and of his ado-
lescence. This point of imminent transition is punctuated by an indented citation of 
Shakespeare’s Moor, who introduces a new image for the patterns of intersecting dark 
and light that the narrative repeatedly applies to Orlando’s actions and identity. Othello’s 
image of “eclipse” abstracts and aestheticizes the violence between black and white an-
tagonists. The confrontation is rendered here at immense scale, soliciting response from 
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the whole “affrighted globe,” but realized in this case by Orlando’s particular identifica-
tion with a racialized figure of violence against women. In his passion, Orando inserts 
himself into the scene of imagined violation that itself often serves an alibi (as justifica-
tion or excuse) for imperial violence: “The frenzy of the Moor seemed to him his own 
frenzy, and when the Moor suffocated the woman in her bed it was Sasha he killed with 
his own hands” (42-43). Transposing his English self and foreign lover with the racialized 
Moor and his racially unmarked “woman”, Orlando calls attention to the uneven ex-
changes of violation and revenge that occupy his own heart and family history, as well as 
the corpus of his Shakespearean literary inheritance. 
 The narrative ironizes Orlando’s fantasy about perpetrating racialized violence by 
allowing Sasha to elude his grasp: rather than keep their midnight rendezvous, she de-
parts for Russia. A matter of courtship rather than psychology or territory, this first break-
up establishes the rhythm for subsequent chapters, which hinge on Orlando’s decadent 
late-night activities and his receiving the Order of Bath in Istanbul “as the clock struck 
twelve” (97). This latter event is “a moment of great significance in his career,” barely 
brought to pass by the military’s delay of an impending revolution (93). But midnight re-
turns with a vengeance when the narrative enters the nineteenth century at the end of 
chapter four. For just as Orlando becomes comfortable with the “light, order, and sereni-
ty” of life in eighteenth-century London, “the first stroke of midnight sounded” and 
brings with it a change in environment as rapid as the change in epoch: “[T]he whole of 
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the eastern sky was covered with an irregular moving darkness…. Then the cloud spread 
north.… With the twelfth stroke of midnight, the darkness was complete…. All was dark; 
all was dark; all was confusion…the Nineteenth century had begun” (164-165). Orlando’s 
return to London as a woman is followed quickly by the arrival of both “eastern” dark-
ness and the “confusion” of Victorian imperialism, marriage norms, and literature: “The 
life of the average woman was a succession of childbirths…Thus the British Empire 
came into existence; and thus…essays a column long were now encyclopaedias in ten or 
twenty volumes" (168). 
 Orlando’s own growing discontent with “the spirit of the age” finds expression in 
her “contraband” desire to avoid a conventional marriage and in the unconventional mar-
riage she arranges for herself: “she was of [her age], yet remained herself” (196). These 
arrangements allow her ample time to finish revising her poem, “The Oak Tree,” a highly 
individual yet nationally symbolic act that the narrator says strains the biography form 
almost to “extinction” and Orlando’s own feelings almost to “dissolution” (200). The nar-
rative’s federal resolution to this strain is introduced in tandem with the narrator’s grow-
ing uncertainty about Orlando’s place within the social order and about the status of the 
text itself: 
That Orlando had gone a little too far from the present moment will, per-
haps, strike the reader…And indeed, it cannot be denied that the most suc-
cessful practitioners of the art of life, often unknown people by the way, 
somehow contrive to synchronize the sixty or seventy different times 
which beat simultaneously in every normal human system so that when 
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eleven strikes, all the rest chime in unison, and the present is neither a vio-
lent disruption nor completely forgotten in the past. (223) 
Orlando’s asynchronous state demonstrates the heterogeneity at work “in every normal 
human system,” and between them. It implicitly contrasts those that “chime in unison” 
with others, for whom the present moment may indeed involve violent disruption or be 
consigned to history (“completely forgotten in the past”). Likewise, the narrator-biogra-
pher speculates about the presence of these divisions in forms of cultural representation, 
including “the arts”: “The true length of a person’s life, whatever the Dictionary of Na-
tional Biography may say, is always a matter of dispute. Indeed it is a difficult business—
this time-keeping; nothing more quickly disorders it than contact with any of the arts” 
(224). The disorder of the final chapter’s time-keeping stems from this contrast between 
life and art, between Orlando’s federated composure and her susceptibility to further 
changes, between the text’s own lyrical-thematic climax and its artful lack of narrative-
formal closure. 
 Orlando’s midnight ending finds Shelmerdine returning home from his exploits 
abroad (now in an airplane rather than a ship), with a phoenix-like “wild goose” spring-
ing from above his “hale, fresh-coloured, and alert” head (241). More manic than conven-
tionally happy, this visual diversion (turn) figures future change as the context and out-
come of the narrative’s otherwise morbid nostalgia (return). Such nostalgia would affirm 
England’s restored insularity and preserved continuity, even at the end of the imperial 
venture: “All was phantom. All was still…[‘]Nothing has been changed. The dead Lord, 
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my father, shall lead you in’” (240). However, Orlando and Shel’s reunion comically but 
emphatically evokes anxious uncertainty as the counterpart of their romantic and domes-
tic destiny. The ancestral ghosts that greet them upon their return home are audibly 
checked by the passage of time, as in earlier passages conveyed through the sense of 
touch: “Immediately, the first stroke of midnight sounded. The cold breeze of the present 
brushed her face with its little breath of fear. She looked anxiously into the sky” (241).  
 Orlando’s fantasy of return and reunion calms her uncertainty, that state of mind 
aligned repeatedly with the midnight hour. The fluid and racially marked language of 
“darkness” now becomes a shorthand for the future change that facilitates self-under-
standing and brings Shelmerdine home:  
Night had come—night that she loved of all times, night in which the re-
flections of the mind shine more clearly than by day. It was not necessary 
to faint now in order to look deep into the darkness where things shape 
themselves and to see in the pool of the mind now Shakespeare, now a girl 
in Russian trousers, now a toy boat on the Serpentine, and then the At-
lantic itself, where it storms in great waves past Cape Horn. There was her 
husband’s brig, rising to the top of the wave! Up, it went, and up and up. 
The white arch of a thousand deaths rose before it. Oh rash, oh ridiculous 
man…But the brig was through the arch and out on the other side; it was 
safe at last!  
 “Ecstasy!” she cried, “ecstasy!” And then the wind sank, the waters 
grew calm; and she saw the waves rippling in the moonlight. (239-240) 
The text’s binary oscillations between night and light, or darkness and day, return here in 
the same aestheticizing language and cultural allusions as previous passages. Each pair of 
contrasting terms is combined to yield images such as “a white arch of death” and moon-
light reflecting in dark water. Orlando’s accommodation to the darkness is accompanied 
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by layers of excessive figuration: “her pearls glowed like the eggs of some vast moon-
spider,” and “[h]er pearls burnt like a phosphorescent flare in the darkness” (241). These 
excesses simultaneously diminish (shrink) and intensify (concretize) Orlando’s previous 
states of disseverment, preparing the way for a “fall” quite unlike metropolitan fears of 
civilizational decline or invasion. Like the “strange, humorous ecstasy” experienced by 
Vita Sackville-West’s great-grandmother in “Thirty Clocks Strike the Hour” (see pp. 1-2), 
Orlando descends from ecstasy “as a little figure bent and tired.” 
 The notion of this fall is suggested a few pages earlier, at the moment when “[t]he 
whole of her became darkened and settled”: “And she fell silent. For it is probable that 
when people talk aloud, the selves (of which there may be more than two thousand) are 
conscious of disseverment, and are trying to communicate[,] but when communication is 
established there is nothing more to be said” (230, emphasis added). Realizing Orlando’s 
premonition, the book’s final stroke of midnight silences both character and narrator-bi-
ographer to produce the sense of a provisional ending, a sense of resolution through dis-
solution. Where in earlier chapters and eras the biographer-narrator would step in to ease 
the transition between them, the silence of midnight in Chapter Six comes after the chat-
ter of Orlando’s selves and her dialogue with Shelmerdine, and after the narrator’s per-
orating exposition. Marking the close of a narrative that began when Orlando and his fa-
thers “struck many heads of many colors off many shoulders” (12), the clock this time 
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strikes out in a new direction, oriented less toward a preserved past or presumed future 
than toward the biographical text’s own moment of articulation. 
 The narrative’s final break between days and chapters corresponds to an opening 
of the agonistic relationship structuring the narrative’s binary color scheme. That final 
shift is embedded in the grammar of the passage describing Orlando’s accommodation to 
the darkness: “It was not necessary to faint now in order to look deep into the darkness 
where things shape themselves…” (239). The reflexive pronoun “themselves” establishes 
a new relationship between the narrative’s selves, distinguishing the protagonist’s internal 
state from what lies within her field of vision but beyond her control. Though figured still 
as a swirling abyss, Orlando distinguishes identity and agency within what had appeared 
earlier to her as inscrutable forces, abstractly menacing but playing no active or interac-
tive role in the narrative. Now “darkened and settled” herself (230), she is able to “look 
deep into” these external affairs from her own local vantage point. 
 The peace negotiated in previous pages amongst her own selves entails this addi-
tional degree of separation, between her own selves and the other selves previously ob-
scured by the narrative’s poetics of light and dark. The final stroke of division in the 
book’s final sentence introduces silence not because disseverment has been resolved in 
communication, nor because light and dark have returned to their separate containers, but 
because the grammar for joining these terms has been canceled, rendered finally “not 
necessary” to a view of what’s to come. Orlando’s newfound sense of freedom and stabil-
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ity result from this break in necessity, as the narrative accounts finally for the self-shap-
ing activities of both Orlando and these other, unnamed selves. The break in necessity, 
though, is also a break in symmetry: the rhetorical imbalance between assertive national 
biography and suppressed imperial violence (or revolution) now becomes a relationship 
of non-correspondence.  
 Calling attention to the glowing, burning pearls that Orlando clutches in the face 
of impending change, the narrative abandons its earlier terms and chains of succession, 
replacing its chiaroscuro symmetry with a statement of the hour (if not yet the year) that 
inaugurates Salman Rushdie’s postcolonial national biography, Midnight’s Children 
(1981): “the twelfth stroke of midnight, Thursday, the eleventh of October, Nineteen 
Hundred and Twenty-Eight” (241). Like Orlando, Rushdie’s novel parodies unwritten 
aspects of constitutional change, disclosing  the influence of what his protagonist-narrator 
calls “loose federalism” (253) on the independence, partition, and national emergencies 
of India, now the world’s largest federal democracy. In subjecting national biography to 
the dissevering experience of imperial history, Orlando participates in the unsettling of 
the British colonial order that writers such as Rushdie would take up on the other end of 
the century. And in presenting federated character as a necessary but impossible solution 
for the unsettling of the imperial state, Woolf’s modernist national biography anticipates 
techniques that would be developed to write the turbulent foundations of the postcolonial 
state. It is such attention the “unstable orders” of narrative form, in Auerbach’s phrase, 
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that allowed modernist fiction to mediate the processes of informal constitutional change 
that made federation a national norm and international ideal throughout the Anglophone 
world, and beyond it. With BREXIT reviving fantasies of imperial federation in the twen-
ty-first century, modernism’s channeling of constitutional unsettlement remains as rele-
vant as ever.  487
 See, for example, Andrew Roberts, “CANZUK: after Brexit, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and 487
Great Britain can unite as a pillar of Western civilization” The Telegraph (13 Sept. 2016); Michael Kenny 
and Nick Pearce, Shadows of Empire: The Anglosphere in British Politics (Cambridge, UK: Polity, 2018).
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CHAPTER THREE  – “AN OBITUARY, NOT A SEGREGATION”: WILLIAM 
FAULKNER AND THE SHADOWS OF LIBERAL FEDERALISM 
For I dipt into the future…Saw the Vision of the world… 
Saw the heavens fill with commerce, argosies of magic  
 sails… 
Far along the world-wide whisper of the south-wind  
 rushing warm… 
Till the war-drum throbb'd no longer, and the battle-flags  
 were furl’d 
In the Parliament of man, the Federation of the world. 
Alfred Tennyson, “Locksley Hall” (1835)  488
I. Racial Capitalism and the (Negative) Federation of the World 
 Standing before an English country estate near the coast, the speaker of Ten-
nyson’s “Locksley Hall” launches from memories of his childhood and adolescence into a 
“vision” of future world order that pins its hopes for international government on the en-
chanting transports of global commerce. Passing its glance over momentary conflicts, or 
“grappling,” between nations, the speaker’s paean culminates in a triumphant pair of 
phrases that would inspire peace activists, cosmopolitan philosophers, and reformers for 
decades to come: “the Parliament of man, the Federation of the World.” Tennyson’s lyri-
cal pairing of federal aspirations with commercial activities distills a liberal ethos that 
structured nineteenth-century British literature: both a “geopolitical aesthetic” in realist 
fiction, and a “poetics of imperial sovereignty” that struggled to reconcile contrary forces 
 Alfred Tennyson, “Locksley Hall” (1835), in Poems (1842), 104-105.488
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of economic integration and imperial subordination.  Specifically, these stanzas in 489
“Locksley Hall” celebrate the Victorian free trade ideology that gained prominence in the 
1840s, as “free-trade apostle” Richard Cobden successfully challenged the reigning para-
digms of British protectionism and economic nationalism.  Though it was moderated by 490
the end of the nineteenth century into protectionist proposals for simply imperial—rather 
than world—federation, the Cobdenite philosophy of free trade cosmopolitanism went on 
to influence twentieth-century conceptions of liberal world order throughout the Anglo-
phone world.  Indeed, more than fifty years later, the climactic lines from Tennyson’s 491
poem were copied onto a note card by future U.S. President Harry Truman, while he was 
in high school. Truman carried these stanzas in his wallet throughout the rest of his 
life.   492
 Truman’s transatlantic transcription aptly personifies the shift from British to 
American hegemony in the twentieth century, as the United States refashioned Victorian 
laissez-faire internationalism for its own ends—first as a response to the Great Depres-
sion and then, under Truman, as a Cold War strategy for countering Soviet influence.  493
 Lauren Goodlad, The Victorian Geopolitical Aesthetic: Realism, Sovereignty, and Transnational 489
Experience (2015), 57-58, 212; Nathan K. Hensley, Forms of Empire: The Poetics of Victorian Sovereignty 
(2016); and Bell, The Idea of Greater Britain: Empire and the Future of World Order, 1860-1900 2007).
 Marc-William Palen, The ‘Conspiracy’ of Free Trade: The Anglo-American Struggle over Empire 490
and Economic Globalisation, 1846-1896 (2016), xvi.
 Palen, The ‘Conspiracy’ of Free Trade, xviii. Cf. Slobodian, Quinn, “A World of Federations,” in 491
Globalists: The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2018), 91-120.
 “Harry Truman’s favorite poem,” n.p.492
 David Reynolds, From World War to Cold War: Churchill, Roosevelt, and the International History 493
of the 1940s (2006), 327-329.
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At the same time, federal aspirations circulated globally in pamphlets and magazines, in-
ternational and regional organizations, and movements for decolonization. In these in-
stances, which included Truman’s support of the United Nations, liberal internationalists 
saw the realization not only of Tennyson’s optimistic vision but of Immanuel Kant’s clas-
sic account of a “federation of free states [einen Föderalism freyer Staaten]…which is to 
extend gradually over all states and so lead to perpetual peace.”  However, for Kant, a 494
federated global polity was to emerge from a foundation of international law and condi-
tions of “universal hospitality,” which together might facilitate the creation of a “cos-
mopolitan constitution” [weltbürgerlichen Verfassung].  Though he still identifies 495
commerce as a primary agent of progress, Kant explicitly contrasts his international ideal 
with “the inhospitable behavior of the civilized nations, especially the commercial states 
of [Europe]” and the “horror” of their violent abuses in Africa, Asia, and the Americas, all 
carried out under the “pretext” of economic activity.   496
 And yet, such destructive commercial ventures were not the exception but the rule 
during Europe’s global expansion, a fact demonstrated by current historical scholarship as 
 Immanuel Kant, Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Essay (1903), 128, 134 [1796 German edition: 494
28]. Campbell Smith’s translation, reproduced after the outbreak of World War I and reviewed by Leonard 
Woolf, reproduces the relevant stanzas of “Locksley Hall” as its epigraph. 
 Kant, Perpetual Peace, 137, 139 [37].495
 Kant, Perpetual Peace, 139. Cf. Eddy Kent and Terri Tomsky, “Introduction: Negative Cosmopoli496 -
tanism,” Negative Cosmopolitanism: Cultures and Politics of World Citizenship after Globalization, ed. 
Eddy Kent and Terri Tomsky (McGill-Queen’s UP, 2017).
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well as a long tradition of writing by black, colonial, and postcolonial intellectuals.  Far 497
from a source of law and fellow feeling, modern capitalism from its origins relied on an 
“architectonic” logic of hierarchical racial differences: the “tendency of European civi-
lization through capitalism,” as historian Cedric Robinson summarizes, “was thus not to 
homogenize but to differentiate—to exaggerate regional, subcultural, and dialectical dif-
ferences into ‘racial ones’.”  This racial logic descends from the “intra-European 498
racism" of the early modern feudal order, as Robinson contends, but it was instantiated 
far beyond Europe as settler colonialism and merchant capitalism together organized the 
world’s resources, laborers, and markets into a “global plantation complex.”  499
 Under this expanding racial logic, Europe’s global hegemony produced various 
hierarchical arrangements of white supremacy that together constitute, in the words of 
political philosopher Charles Mills, “the unnamed political system that has made the 
 Classic revisionary accounts of capitalism’s relationship to slavery, in particular, include Eric 497
Williams, Slavery and Capitalism (1944) and W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction (1935). For more 
recent philosophical and historical perspectives, see Denise Ferreira da Silva, Toward a Global Idea of 
Race (U of Minnesota P, 2007); Lisa Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents (Duke UP, 2015); Walter 
Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (Harvard UP, 2013); and 
“Race, Capitalism, Justice,” ed. Walter Johnson and Robin D.G. Kelley, spec. issue of Boston Review (Win-
ter 2017). For an influential critique of Indian elite nationalism’s  “constitutional…orientation” and the 
“spurious hegemony” of “official legal-constitutional discourse” in Indian politics and historiography, see 
Guha,  “On Some Aspects of the Historiography of Colonial India” (1982), 40, and Dominance Without 
Hegemony: History and Power in Colonial India (1997), 73, 92.
 Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (1983), 26.498
 Robinson, Black Marxism, 9-28 (esp. p. 10), 66-68; on the “global plantation complex” as a defin499 -
ing feature of the agricultural and extraction economies that propel modernization, see Amy Clukey, “Plan-
tation Modernity: Gone With the Wind and Irish-South Culture,” “Dreaming of Palestine: James Joyce’s 
Ulysses and Plantation Modernism,” and (with Jeremy Wells) “Introduction: Plantation Modernity”; and 
Sophie Sapp Moore, et al., “Plantation Legacies.”
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modern world what it is today.”  As Mills argues elsewhere, modern liberalism does not 500
replace the hierarchical social estates of ancient slavery and medieval feudalism with an 
egalitarian plane of sovereign individuals, as liberal political philosophy supposes.  In501 -
stead, the shift from feudal to liberal societies entails the consolidation of select individu-
als (initially white and male) into a new privileged social estate, from which women and 
nonwhite individuals are excluded. Relegated to domestic or ghettoized spheres of activi-
ty—informal or so-called “shadow” economies—women and nonwhite individuals oper-
ate alongside the free market and public sphere that liberal constitutionalism assumes as 
universal norms, their activities accentuating the rift between emergent liberal ideologies 
and the continued existence of capitalism’s illiberal state.  
 These enduring material and political ramifications of what Robinson termed 
“racial capitalism” not only undermined federal aspirations for national, international, or 
global unity across the twentieth century.  On the contrary, modern capitalism’s over502 -
 Charles Mills, The Racial Contract (1999), 1. “Unnamed” should not be confused with “invisible,” 500
as philosopher Linda Martín Alcoff contends (citing evidence from popular films and novels): “Whiteness 
went unnamed because white presence required no explanation or justification, not because it was invisible. 
Whiteness was always a critical element of social situations, determining the possibilities for action and 
modes of interaction” (The Future of Whiteness, 71).
 Charles Mills, “Liberalism and the Racial State” (2011), 31-32.501
 Robinson, Black Marxism, 2. In a recent extension of Robinson’s terminology that aligns sugges502 -
tively with the concept of global apartheid, Jodi Melamed uses the phrase “racial capitalism’ to refer to “the 
production of social separateness—the disjoining or deactivating of relations between human beings (and 
humans and nature)” (78). By contrast, Nancy Leong uses the term (without reference to Robinson) to ana-
lyze the relationship-building but exploitative effects of contemporary multiculturalist and pro-diversity 
discourses, through which “a white individual or a predominantly white institution derives social or eco-
nomic value from associating with individuals with nonwhite racial identities” (2154). Leong argues that 
this contemporary form of racial capitalism reinforces racial inequalities (2204), but she does not focus on 
overarching forms of racial differentiation or social segregation amongst her enumeration of the system’s 
harms to nonwhite people and to society at large.
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lapping processes of economic integration and racial differentiation interacted with na-
tional boundaries and migration controls to produce global conditions of apartheid, or 
“negative federation,” in Edward Kamau Brathwaite’s striking phrase.  This process of 503
negative federation characterizes the political form of global plantation commerce, its 
social hierarchies and territorial disparities, but remains unacknowledged in liberal ideals 
of political federation.  
 That oversight, amounting in some cases to disavowal, produces turbulent incon-
sistencies and unexpected dead ends within recurrent “fantasies of federalism.”  To cite 504
one prominent example, the fact that the United States since its founding has been “a col-
lection of states and territories…a partitioned country, divided into two sections, with 
different laws applying to each” often has been obscured by the idea that “the United 
States is a politically uniform space: a union, voluntarily entered into, of states standing 
on equal footing with one another.”  In fact, as historian Daniel Immerwahr summa505 -
rizes, colonial and territorial appendages have accompanied the federal and confederal 
nation since its founding: “The United States of America has contained a union of Ameri-
can states, as its name suggests. But it has also contained another part: not a union, not 
states, and (for most of its history) not wholly in the Americas.”   506
 Edward Kamau Brathwaite, “World Order Models—A Caribbean Perspective,” 55.503
 Samuel Moyn, “Fantasies of Federalism” (2015), n.p.504
 Daniel Immerwahr, How to Hide an Empire: A History of the Greater United States (2019), n.p.505
 Immerwahr, How to Hide an Empire, n.p.506
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 In what follows, I consider how liberal disregard for modern capitalism’s “racial 
state” enables federal ideals and constitutional narratives but consequently disrupts liter-
ary representations of subjectivity, history, and community.  I contrast accounts of 507
American multiculturalism with William Faulkner’s fictional portrayals of the U.S. 
South, showing how his attention to capitalism’s unnamed (officially unwritten) basis in 
white supremacy challenges notions of federation based on paternalistic hierarchy or or-
ganic constitutional process. I interpret his Yoknapatawpha and plantation narratives as 
fragments of an historical anti-romance, which expose and undermine the nostalgic ideals 
of paternalistic commonwealth—endorsed at times by Faulkner himself—on which liber-
al federalism tacitly relies. His decadent representations of self and society amplify racial 
capitalism’s hierarchical exclusions by portraying the violence preserved and precipitated 
by liberal federalism’s diffusion of state sovereignty into interstate commerce, its ideal of 
supplementing governmental form with the loose ties of economic informality.  
 Faulkner’s fragmented narratives, furthermore, comprise a constitutional apoc-
rypha that documents two overlapping contradictions in liberal federalism’s imagined 
harmony between global heterogeneity and local homogeneity. First, his plotting of plan-
tation history registers a clash between the southern romance of paternalistic common-
wealth and the violent hierarchical exclusions that created the southern plantation as an 
 David Theo Goldberg, The Racial State (2002): “[T]he deeply racial character of the modern 507
state… [emerges as] a response to a dilemma that is as much the mark as the product of the modern mo-
ment. At precisely the time rapidly emergent and expanding social mobilities produced increasingly hetero-
geneous societies globally, social order more locally was challenged to maintain homogeneity” (11).
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outpost of racial capitalism. Second, his magnification of competing voices and perspec-
tives generates a dissonance between the official political order of constitutional docu-
ments and legal institutions and, conversely, the “space of the ledger, the world of com-
merce in which debts of all kinds can be paid in money, the space owned by white men…
whose hands inscribe the the valuations of the ledger.”  By documenting the racialized 508
character of both southern romance and liberal constitutionalism—their basis in white 
supremacy—Faulkner produces an image of decadent rather than paternalistic common-
wealth. This decadent image not only reflects modern conditions of negative federation 
but counters them, by refusing to accept a polarizing reversal of racial hierarchy. 
 In Quentin Compson, specifically, Faulkner presents an image of the ruptured uni-
ties and upended hierarchies that lie on the other side of paternalistic white supremacy. 
By leaving Quentin stranded between the South’s paternalistic racism and the inverted 
image of black supremacy that his roommate, Shreve McCannon, introduces at the close 
of Absalom, Absalom!, Faulkner opens a space for imagining subjectivity and community 
“outside the frame of racist exclusions” that structure modern capitalism’s political 
 John T. Matthews, “Touching Race” (1996), 88. For an example of one actual plantation diary that 508
informed Faulkner's writing, see Sally Wolff, Ledgers of History: William Faulkner, and Almost Forgotten 
Friendship, and an Antebellum Plantation Diary (2010). As Wolff notes, Faulkner’s keen interest in planta-
tion-related documents (including his own book-keeping at Rowan Oak) “may indicate his desire to see 
himself as a part of the plantation tradition” (8), but it also enabled his detailed portrayal of what historian 
James Oakes calls “the capitalist world's demand for cotton”—that is, the local, individual, and interper-
sonal effects of the global plantation economy (Wolff, 5; quoting Oakes, Slavery and Freedom, 53).
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order.   For Quentin’s death and his family’s fragmentation render their particular story 509
of American whiteness “an obituary, not a segregation,” as Faulkner described the Comp-
son family genealogy he wrote in 1945.   510
 On one hand, the Compson’s morbid and dispersed ends reveal the racialized 
“others” who have circuitously “endured,” as Faulkner writes of the black characters 
whose appearance brings the Compson Appendix to a close—endured racial capitalism’s 
transatlantic expansion and federal permutations.  On the other hand, the contortions of 511
the Compson genealogy symbolize the blindly self-destructive “sound & fury” thema-
tized in Claudia Rankine’s 2016 poem of that title: 
Dispossessed despair, depression, despondent  
dejection, the doom is the off-white of white…. 
 Goldberg, The Racial State, 12. This focus on the political contexts and implications of Quentin’s 509
racialized subject formation complements early discussions of whiteness in Faulkner criticism. For exam-
ple, studies by Philip Weinstein, Patricia McGee, John Duvall, and Kevin Railey tended to emphasize either 
the formation and cultural performances of white subjects, on the one hand, or the workings of whiteness as 
an ideology grown out of Anglo-European imperial economies (Watson, “Introduction: Situating Whiteness 
in Faulkner Studies, Situating Faulkner in Whiteness Studies,” xi-xxi). By contrast, I examine the social 
and historical space between these tendencies, calling attention to the variety of political concepts, institu-
tions, and processes that intervene between self and social-economic history. 
For example, identifying Quentin as a decadent commonwealth locates the political valences and social 
implications of Philip Weinstein’s analysis, in which Quentin’s "drama of interior dispossession” challenges 
the Lockean notion of individual identity as possessive selfhood obtained through “successful labor” (92). 
Likewise, treating Faulkner's historical anti-romance as a constitutional narrative calls attention to the hier-
archical political forms at stake in Faulkner’s association of his white male characters with a “self-division” 
that renders them “unassimilable” within social groups: “White males in The Sound and the Fury elaborate 
in their experiences of self-division the alienation that marks their political currency. Their ‘common' expe-
rience is abstract—that is, they are commonly seen to be a particular type of distinct individual, and their 
common experience of this abstract structure of individuality is what unites them” (McKee, 99-100, 121).
 Faulkner to Malcolm Cowley, Selected Letters, 239; his letter to Cowley corrects the Appendix’s 510
title and its formatting to be like that of a family headstone, with the family name presented in the singular 
(Compson) and with a line break before the dates of their existence. Faulkner’s “Compson Appendix” first 
appeared in Cowley’s The Portable Faulkner (Viking, 1946).
 Faulkner, “Compson Appendix,” rpt. in Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury, ed. Minter, 215.511
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…But white 
can’t strike its own structure. White can’t oust 
its own system…  512
Unable to alter or open itself, the Compson family line’s expiration negates both the 
southern romance of paternalistic commonwealth and the federal idealism that would ab-
sorb the U.S. South into a depoliticized but hierarchical arena of regional cultures. In The 
Sound and the Fury and particularly Absalom, Absalom!, Faulkner’s formally decadent 
portrayal of Quentin’s confused identity and historical consciousness enables a critical 
perspective on the racialized economic violence that shadows liberal federalism’s consti-
tutional aspirations. 
II. “Federated in the Fancy”: Federal Idealism, American Multiculturalism, 
and the Romance of (White) Commonwealth 
 In his 1970 Time magazine article, “What America Would Be Like Without 
Blacks,” Ralph Ellison surveys the various ways that black exclusion, erasure, and expa-
triation have been imagined, across U.S. history, as a “means of healing the badly shat-
tered ideals of democratic federalism.”  Touching on specific legal decisions and policy 513
proposals alongside broad social movements, historical narratives, and national symbols, 
Ellison points to the nation’s consistent inability to recognize its black residents as full 
and equal citizens: 
 Claudia Rankine, “Sound & Fury” (2016), n.p.512
 Ralph Ellison, “What America Would Be Like Without Blacks” (6 Apr. 1970), rpt. The Collected 513
Essays (pp. 581-588), 583.
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The fantasy of an America free of blacks is at least as old as the dream of 
creating a truly democratic society. While we are aware that there is some-
thing inescapably tragic about the cost of achieving our democratic ideals, 
we keep such tragic awareness segregated. We allow it to come to the fore 
only during moments of great national crisis.  514
For Ellison, the perpetual conjuring of black absence symbolizes a tragically incomplete 
commitment to democracy. Rather than simply mourn this lack of democratic will, 
though, he responds as an ironist, locating an unexpected opportunity for political trans-
formation precisely in the nation’s unrecognized dependence on its black constituents: 
“by the irony implicit in the dynamics of American democracy,” the essay concludes, 
“they [black Americans] symbolize both its most stringent testing and the possibility of 
its greatest human freedom.”  If only the nation were to confront its willful ignorance 515
and breech its racially “segregated” self-conception, according to Ellison, such moments 
of “national crisis” might produce not further disavowals of black existence and experi-
ence but substantial democratic renewal. 
 Nowhere is this dual sense of tragedy and possibility more evident than in the pe-
riod of southern reconstruction following the U.S. Civil War. For much of the twentieth 
century, mainstream American culture and historiography regarded this period as a “trag-
ic era” in which corrupt and opportunistic northerners exploited black southerners at the 
expense of “Southern civilization.”  White southerners and their sympathizers per516 -
 Ellison, “What America Would Be Like Without Blacks,” 581.514
 Ellison, “What America Would Be Like Without Blacks,” 588.515
 Claude Bowers, The Tragic Era: The Revolution after Lincoln (1929), vi. This best-selling history 516
did much to popularize the Dunning school’s account of reconstruction (Foner, “Why Reconstruction Mat-
ters,” n.p.).
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ceived black enfranchisement and its federal protection as equivalent to placing the re-
gion “wholly under the power of an alien rule.”  By contrast, W.E.B. Du Bois, Eric 517
Foner, and other revisionary historians have recovered the crucial relationship between 
black agency and American democracy that played out between 1863 and 1877, locating 
tragedy not in reconstruction’s modest challenges to white supremacy but in the federal 
nation’s capitulation to white supremacy soon after reconstruction’s end.  From more 518
than 1500 black officeholders serving in southern states during reconstruction, the nine-
teenth century ended with the increasing suppression of black voters, the return of anti-
black vagrancy laws across the south, and the Supreme Court’s nationwide legalization of 
race-based segregation.   519
 Confronting white supremacy’s tragic triumph over democracy poses a challenge 
to the federal idealism through which American political aspirations are often imagined 
and described. Federal idealism resolves the tensions between central authority and local 
autonomy, political unity and social heterogeneity, by detaching its objects and objectives 
from history—both the political history of the state and economic history. It offers a tele-
ological narrative of “more perfect union,” as it were, while systematically obscuring 
 Margaret Mitchell, Gone with the Wind (1936), 914.517
 W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America: An essay Toward a History of the Part Which 518
Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860-1880 (1935); and Eric Fon-
er, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 (1988). Cf. Douglas R. Egerton, The Wars 
of Reconstruction: The Brief, Violent History of America’s Most Progressive Era (London: Bloomsbury, 
2014).
 Eric Foner, Freedom’s Lawmakers: A Directory of Black Officeholders During Reconstruction 519
(1993); and David A. Bateman, Ira Katznelson, and John S. Lapinski, Southern Nation: Congress and 
White Supremacy after Reconstruction (2018), 161.
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(“segregat[ing]”, in Ellison’s words) conditions that interfere with this goal, and against 
which it could be distinguished. In place of the specific identities and competing interests 
that would emerge from asking, “more perfect than what?,” federal idealism introduces 
conceptual abstractions or rhetorical figures in which union remains formal and hypothet-
ical. Rather than confront “the cost of achieving our democratic ideals,” as Ellison writes, 
national memory and individual political aspirations inhabit a “fantasy,” in both content 
and form, that preserves democratic federalism by ignoring racial subordination. This 
fantasy molds the contradictions of racial capitalism’s global history into narratives, not 
only of tragedy, irony, or even comedy, but of romance. It animates social divisions and 
hierarchies in isolation from that history, using the logic of “separateness and unity” that 
distinguishes all “romance topographies.”  Like the conventions of southern romance 520
that influenced Faulkner, federal idealism lends a “pseudo-organicism” to modern social 
relations in America, which lacked the hereditary aristocracy of romance’s feudal 
origins.  The resulting fantasy of organic federation envisions regional, cultural, and 521
social amalgamation without any of the political or material transformations that would 
follow from a reconstructed constitution.  
 The ideal of federal union organizes American political discourse, balancing con-
ceptually against various invocations of individual and local autonomy but becoming un-
tenable amidst crisis points such as the U.S. civil war or, a century later, the civil rights 
 Julian Murphet, Faulkner’s Media Romance (2017), 9.520
 Julian Murphet, Faulkner’s Media Romance, 21.521
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movement. Ralph Waldo Emerson spells out the immaterial function and effects of 
“union” as an American ideal, in journal entries grappling with the political implications 
of his individualist philosophy: 
The world is waking up to the idea of Union…But this Union is to be 
reached by a reverse of the methods they [European socialists] use. It is 
spiritual and must not be actualized. The Union is only perfect when all 
the Uniters are absolutely isolated…. [U]nion ideal,—in actual individual-
ism, actual union.  522
Existing only as apparition in the minds of “isolated” individuals, who imagine them-
selves providentially organized in spiritual concert, federal union becomes a formula for 
cultural and cognitive harmony rather than social or political integration. It becomes a 
portable figure for the individual’s intellectual experiences and cultural affiliations, as it 
does for the protagonist of Herman Melville’s complex, esoteric narrative, Pierre; or, The 
Ambiguities (1852): “He did not see that there is no such thing as a standard for the cre-
ative spirit…but that all existing great works must be federated in the fancy; and so re-
garded as a miscellaneous and Pantheistic whole.”  And yet, that ahistorical, deracinat523 -
ed figure mingles with specific contests over federal union’s political meaning. For ex-
ample, the young Confederate protagonist of Allen Tate’s modernist civil war novel, The 
Fathers (1938), sees the idea exercising a talismanic authority in wartime discourse: 
 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Journal N (1842), in Journals VIII, 251; qtd. in Sacvan Bercovitch, The 522
Rites of Assent: Transformations in the Symbolic Construction of America (1993), 312. "To federate in this 
sense as uniters absolutely isolated is to enact the principles of group pluralism as set out in the very con-
cept of a ‘United States,’ from the Constitution through the Compromise of 1850. And to progress into the 
end-time kingdom, so federated, is to enact the myth of continuing revolution: it makes teleology manifest 
in personal process…. In short, this is a vision of the liberal millennium” (Bercovich, 312).
 Herman Melville, Pierre; or, The Ambiguities (1852), 284. 523
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“some sympathy beyond political belief—for such, I learned later, was the mysterious 
power of the idea of Union among people at the north.”  524
 In the first decades of the twentieth century, liberal intellectuals further adapted 
this ideal of federal union to debates about culture and society, creating “a vocabulary 
that accompanied and aided the multiethnic reimagining of the country…[and] that 
helped multiculturalism flourish by the end of the twentieth century.”  In 1914, notably, 525
the Jewish-American philosopher Horace Kallen published a two-part essay in The Na-
tion magazine that criticized the dominant notion of national “unison,” achieved through 
homogenizing requirements of “Americanization” as a “technic of race-assimilation.”  526
Kallen advocated instead a resuscitation of American political ideals that would produce 
a “truly democratic commonwealth” (though English would remain its dominant “com-
mon language”): 
Its form is that of the Federal republic; its substance a democracy of na-
tionalities, cooperating voluntarily and autonomously in the enterprise of 
self-realization through the perfection of men according to their kind. The 
common life of the commonwealth is politico-economic, and serves as the 
foundation and background for the realization of the distinctive individual-
ity of each natio that composes it. Thus ‘American civilization’ may come 
 Allen Tate, The Fathers (1928), 128.524
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to mean the perfection of the cooperative harmonies of ‘European civiliza-
tion’…a multiplicity in unity, an orchestration of mankind.  527
In the decades that followed, Kallen developed this early defense of cultural pluralism 
into a philosophical account of multiculturalism, as it would later be called (though he 
built on a large body of exceptionalist accounts of the United States, North America, and 
the so-called New World, in general, as crucibles of productive cultural interaction).  528
 Adapting federalism to demographic and cultural questions added another layer of 
depoliticizing abstraction between liberal ideals and the workings of actual states. In con-
trast to Kallen’s claim that “politico-economic” activities were to be the “foundation and 
background” for American commonwealth, Randolph Bourne’s immensely influential 
1916 Atlantic Monthly essay, “Trans-National America,” promoted “a federated ideal” to 
be achieved not through political or even economic activities but through the improve-
ments of individual self-culture.  Believing that “War is the health of the State,” as he 529
 Kallen, “Democracy versus the Melting-Pot,” n.p.527
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Street,” 124). Bourne appears in five of seventeen essays in the 2011 collection, Re-framing the Transna-
tional Turn in American Studies, whose editor argues that his writing “oppose[s] the injustices of the imper-
ial state as they were evidenced in U.S. immigration policies” (Fluck, et al., 4).
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wrote elsewhere, Bourne envisioned “a federation of cultures” coexisting in dynamic in-
terrelation beyond the reaches of the formal state: 
What we have achieved has been rather a cosmopolitan federation of na-
tional colonies, of foreign cultures, from whom the sting of devastating 
competition has been removed. America is already the world-federation in 
miniature, the continent where for the first time in history has been 
achieved that miracle of hope, the peaceful living side by side, with char-
acter substantially preserved, of the most heterogeneous peoples under the 
sun…. If he [the American of the younger generation] is still a colonial, he 
is no longer the colonial of one partial culture, but of many. He is a colo-
nial of the world. Colonialism has grown into cosmopolitanism.  530
Hearkening back to Kant and Tennyson, Bourne’s likening of the United States to a 
miniature prototype of “world-federation” also reflects the techno-centric world federal-
ism of H. G. Wells, whom Bourne read extensively and met during a year of academic 
study abroad.   531
 Bourne’s reclamation of federalism as a distinctly American form of cosmopoli-
tanism was appropriate, as Wells’ world federalism had been inspired by his perceptions 
of U.S. culture and history. Wells’ 1906 travelogue, The Future in America, described El-
lis Island as “a visible image…of this world-large process of filling and growing and syn-
thesis, which is America.”  Over the next forty years, Wells continued to endorse politi532 -
cal and cultural federation as the defining trend of the twentieth century, extending what 
 Bourne, “Trans-National America,” n.p.530
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the prominent Victorian journalist W. T. Stead had described at the turn of the century as 
“the Americanization of the world” (the title of Stead’s 1901 book, subtitled “the trend of 
the twentieth century”). Such ideas initially impressed Bourne, who wrote in 1913 that 
“Wells’s “First and Last Things” is an ‘apotheosical’ book…His “New World For Old” 
is a good exposition of Socialism, and his recent fiction has much in it of the modern 
viewpoint.”  However, Bourne began to criticize Wells publicly soon after their in-per533 -
son meeting, comparing his enthusiasm for the state to German bureaucratic imperialism. 
So where Wells imagined state-sponsored education and an elite, English-speaking man-
agerial class, Bourne envisions cultural federation as an undirected, organic process root-
ed in “national colonies” transplanted from Europe to North America. 
 Nonetheless, Wells’ world federalism granted Bourne access to the strands of hu-
manistic internationalism and liberal imperialism that British intellectuals had attempted 
to synthesize since at least Alfred Tennyson’s 1842 invocation of “the Parliament of man, 
the federation of the world.”  In addition to his prolific and often sensationalizing journal-
ism, W.T. Stead had used his long career as an international publisher and editor to pro-
mote what he described in 1890 as “a great federation of English-speaking common-
wealths”—a political entity that would eventually reabsorb the United States.  He was 534
explicitly inspired by John Seeley, the pro-federation imperial historian he dubbed a 
prophet. As Duncan Bell and other historians have demonstrated, these imperial designs 
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fed directly into interwar proposals for federal world order, including Winston Churchill’s 
“special” Anglo-American relationship (situated within his broader category of “English-
speaking peoples”), as well as widely-discussed mid-century proposals for Anglo-Eu-
ropean federation and “Atlantic Union.” 
 In this context, we can see that Bourne’s identification of an actually existing 
“world-federation” within U.S. national boundaries was significantly indebted to the im-
perial political program his article rejects. His transnationalism is self-consciously demo-
cratic and anti-racist, but it only becomes materially feasible and intellectually legible 
due to the homology between the United Kingdom and the United States during this peri-
od, including their collaboration in the midst of parallel expansion, annexation, and inter-
nal reordering. Bourne’s formula for cultural federation—“Colonialism has grown into 
cosmopolitanism”—acknowledges the heterogeneity produced by settlement and territor-
ial empire, but only in order to develop what Michelle Stephens argues is essentially “a 
national domestic political framework.”  Bourne’s politics are cultural politics, in short, 535
resolving the flux of migration and the vicissitudes of New World colonial history in an 
exceptionally harmonious vision of American fecundity. By misrecognizing racial exclu-
 Michelle A. Stephens, “Black Transnationalism and the Politics of National Identity: West Indian 535
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whose primary experience of political or state-based integration involved the transnational imposition of 
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sion and hierarchy as matters of demographic diversity and cultural (if not market) com-
petition, he is able to recommend neighborliness and cosmopolitan curiosity rather than 
constitutional change. Bourne’s trans-nationalism turns away from race and politics to 
figure historical progress, whether at national or global scale, in terms of spatial-social 
and cultural amalgamation—“arrested differentiation and possible readmixture,” as Wells 
succinctly wrote on the other side of World War I.  536
 The ideal of American cultural pluralism as a form of federation was articulated 
largely by northeastern liberals, even as white supremacy reached a new degree of en-
trenchment in the U.S. South. This incongruity clarifies the limitations of liberal federal-
ism, particularly in its depoliticized (cultural) forms, by underlining its reliance on an 
“idealized social ontology,” as Charles Mills describes in his critique of “ideal theory”: 
An idealized social ontology of the modern type (as against, say, a Platon-
ic or Aristotelian type) will typically assume the abstract and undifferenti-
ated equal atomic individuals of classical liberalism. Thus it will abstract 
away from relations of structural domination, exploitation, coercion, and 
oppression, which in reality, of course, will profoundly shape the ontology 
of those same individuals, locating them in superior and inferior positions 
in social hierarchies of various kinds.  537
As Mills goes on to clarify, the issue is not abstraction per se but abstraction “away from” 
relevant considerations and toward a presumed ideal. Concepts such as capitalism and 
white supremacy may operate as “global, high-level concepts, undeniable abstractions”; 
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nonetheless, they “map accurately (at least arguably) crucial realities that differentiate the 
statuses of the human beings within the systems they describe; so while they abstract, 
they do not idealize.”  538
 The distorting idealizations required to assimilate southern history into American 
national culture are especially evident in certain narrative forms and cultural images. Cul-
tural productions from the U.S. south, in particular, disclose liberal federalism’s limita-
tions and contradictions as a solution for historical injustices. For in simultaneously em-
bodying the federal nation’s constitutional flexibility, its morally compromised origins, 
and its regionally uneven outcomes, the U.S. south occupies a central but revealingly 
contradictory place in federation discourse. Critics including Leigh Anne Duck and Jen-
nifer Rae Greeson have identified the region’s pivotal role in imagining America as a 
modernizing liberal empire.  In this symbolic paradigm, the federal nation’s tolerant 539
administration of its underdeveloped, racially heterogeneous internal region proves both 
its difference from former empires (namely Britain’s territorial empire) and its ability to 
oversee—and profit from—the world economy.  
 But the region also serves as moral and conceptual baggage for federal idealism, 
when its peculiar economic and social history (plantation slavery followed by legal then 
de facto segregation) challenges liberalism’s progressive teleology, or when its heteroge-
 Mills, “‘Ideal Theory’ as Ideology,” 175.538
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neous demographic makeup complicates simplistic formulas of national cultural cohe-
sion. Serving alternately as a prototype for the nation’s social hierarchies and a coun-
terexample to its organic unities, the unruly South disturbs federal discourse within the 
bounded nation while also conveying “regional intimations of globalized modernization”
— traces of negative federation as the geopolitical condition undermining liberal visions 
of federal world order.  As Tennyson indicates in his poetic prophesy of world federa540 -
tion, the “south-wind rushing warm” pervades global as well as U.S. national fantasies of 
federalism, doubling as a trace of economic allure (“costly bales,” as one stanza visual-
izes) but also a harbinger of colonial and inter-imperial violence (“war-drum” and “battle-
flags”). Tennyson’s panoramic imagery exemplifies liberal federalism’s deracinating fan-
tasies, which insulate constitutional history and constitutional possibilities alike from the 
ongoing activities of economic life. Northern political institutions and ideals sought to 
resolve the south’s conflicting implications of wealth and violence within a federal form 
that cordons off such contradictions within particular state-based regions or across the 
politically diffuse terrain of culture.  
 In a similar way, northern cultural institutions and ideals absorb these contradic-
tions into eccentric cultural forms—e.g., dialect poetry, regional romance, travel narra-
tive—that nonetheless reinforce a privileged homogeneity of perception in their audi-
ences. As Jeremy Wells notes, narratives and images of the southern plantation, in partic-
 John T. Matthews, “Globalizing the U.S. South: Modernity and Modernism” (2006), 721. Cf. Jon 540
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ular, were elevated nationally to explain the nation’s distinctive political origins (in “the 
planter class of the early Republic”) and imagine its imperial potential. The plantation’s 
ascendancy in popular and literary culture alike “coincided,” as Wells argues, “with a 
new interpretation of the old plantation, a new explanation of how and why it mattered to 
the ever larger, more geographically dispersed audiences that…were less and less likely 
to have any real ties to the plantation South.”  Furthermore, plantation narratives and 541
iconography gained not only ideological coherence but affective force by converting the 
types and conventions of romance into an arena for imagining new federal possibilities: 
first, as Nina Silber demonstrates, the possibility of national reunion following the civil 
war and reconstruction; and then, as Julian Murphet recently contends, the possibility of 
conserving regional cultures and traditional norms during the rise of America’s mass en-
tertainment empire.   542
 It is within and against these cohering romance forms that Faulkner documents 
racial capitalism’s corrosive influence on federal notions of commonwealth, even as he 
occasionally succumbs himself to romance’s centralizing tropes of heroic action and nat-
ural hierarchy. Exemplifying the latter, Faulkner subscribes to a paternalistic, anti-politi-
cal notion of commonwealth in a 1931 public letter on lynching that exposes the hierar-
chical thinking at work in this early stage of his career: 
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The strong (mentally or physically) black man takes advantage of the 
weak one; he is not only not censured, he is protected by law, since (and 
the white man the same) the law has found out that the many elemental 
material factors which compose a commonwealth are of value when they 
are in the charge of some one, regardless of color and size and religion, 
who can protect them.  543
This cynical endorsement of natural hierarchies in one of Faulkner’s first public com-
ments on race contrasts with his later endorsements of school integration and racial 
equality during the 1950s, amidst realignments in civil rights politics prompted by the 
Cold War (specifically, Soviet criticism of U.S. racial inequities).  However, he still 544
could be found making a libertarian polemic about the inability of state or law to inte-
grate society: “I do think that all the laws in the world are not going to make the two 
races mix if—if they don't want to, just as all the laws in the world won't keep them apart 
if they do want to.”  545
 While seemingly at odds with any constitutional account of history (or historical 
account of constitutions), Faulkner’s premise that privilege, power, and human associa-
tion operate beyond the reach of formal law is what, paradoxically, lends his fiction its 
political potency. For, by holding conflict and inequality in tension with the official 
norms and narratives of a community (local, regional, national, or even transnational), 
Faulkner extends the boundaries of what is considered political or constitutional. His 
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characters sometimes confront this tension directly, when they are forced to choose be-
tween mythologizing their community’s stories and histories or challenging them. As Jay 
Watson and other critics have shown, legal discourse takes on a generative force within 
Faulkner’s narratives when channeled through a “storytelling lawyer-citizen” such as 
Gavin Stephens (a character whose ethos and social perspective, Watson notes, Faulkner 
occasionally incorporated into his own public persona).  Other times, as in the figure of 546
Thomas Sutpen, they embody the tension as a contested exemplar of heroic action and 
domination. 
 This last innovation, in particular, builds on the generic conventions of romance 
narratives stretching back to seventeenth-century southern Europe (primarily Spain), 
where medieval “verse-tales of adventure, chivalry, or love” inspired prose explorations 
of the same themes and produced a tradition “widely seen as sentimental and extravagant, 
but also as characterized by freedom of imagination.”  Faulkner’s failed, horrifying, or 547
otherwise decadent heroes evoke the figure of “the romantic hero” in which these generic 
qualities (adventure, chivalry, love) came to be personified. They also depend on and en-
courage the newfound appreciation of both local “folk-cultures” and individual “subjec-
tivity” that accompanied that figure's emergence in modern literature.  Nonetheless, by 548
distributing dramatic action across multiple textual threads and recounting heroic deeds 
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 Raymond Williams, “Romantic,” Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (1976/1983), 547
275.
 Williams, Keywords, 275.548
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through fragmented or contested perspectives, Faulkner manages to decompose rather 
than idealize his heroes, placing their ostensibly vital-organic subjectivities and cultural 
milieus in a state of narrative crisis. 
III. “that new galaxy of commonwealths”: Faulkner’s Constitutional Apoc-
rypha 
 Faulkner lived through one period of dramatic constitutional change and wrote 
often about another. The decades of the Great Depression and New Deal, on one hand, 
and of the Civil War and Reconstruction, on the other, were periods of revolutionary 
“constitutional crisis” that changed the shape and character of the U.S. federal state.  549
These revolutionary periods involved not only changes in the social structure, as in Marx-
ist concepts of revolution, but shifts in political consciousness ranging from rarefied legal 
discourses to mundane practical activities.  During such “constitutional moment[s],” 550
social contradictions, reform movements, and political pressures coalesced to elevate 
constitutional questions into a new register, above the compartmentalized spheres of law, 
 Bruce Ackerman, We The People, Volume 1: Foundations (1991), 211. Cf. Vol. 2: Transformations 549
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	324
electioneering, and public administration.  Constitutional form and function were sub551 -
jected to “factors extrinsic to constitutional practice,” as existing laws, legal procedures, 
and modes of jurisprudence faltered.  Constitutional discourse confronted those materi552 -
al appropriations and rhetorical substitutions required, and now made publicly legible, to 
constitute “We the People” as a federal subject.  Faulkner’s dense and at times con553 -
founding narratives generate new perspectives on these turbulent times by decentering 
liberal federalism’s reliance on idealizing abstraction and depoliticizing paternalism. 
 Self-consciously American literary traditions dealt with these narrowly constitu-
tional issues by, as W. C. Harris puts it, “finishing the constitution by other means.”  554
Writers from Edgar Allan Poe and Walt Whitman to Herman Melville and William James 
excavated the federal constitution’s logical and rhetorical conundrums and confronted 
hierarchical difference as a formal precondition of the United States’ political system, but 
they mostly failed to enact “a model of social unity which is not homogeneous, which is 
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based on variety not totality.”  Instead, they contributed to a documentary buttressing of 555
federal unity according to “the compensatory logic by which the political and social insti-
tutions of the United States were instituted and continually revised through texts, each of 
which bore an intentional, efficacious, supplementary relation to its predecessor texts.”  556
 Growing out of this tradition, Faulkner’s fictions forge a strange allegiance be-
tween idealist-romantic and materialist-economic views of the political order. On one 
hand, he alternately caricatures and sympathizes with purportedly southern cultural val-
ues, including the organic ordering of both social structure and individual experience 
around the paternalistic influence of traditional authorities. Likewise, he turns at times to 
abstract, even euphemistic categories of value and morality, for example, to describe his 
literary subject matter as “the agony and sweat of the human spirit” and “the problems of 
the human heart in conflict with itself.”  On the other hand, his attention to the histori557 -
cal contradictions and economic excesses of the modern social order allows his fiction to 
extend the progressive-pragmatist critique of official U.S. political discourse typified by 
historian Charles Beard’s An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United 
States (1913). Ostensibly at odds with an idealist view of organic constitutional develop-
ment under proper cultural authorities, this progressive-pragmatist critique of U.S. consti-
tutional narratives parallels Faulkner’s literary imagination by emphasizing the historicity 
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of political systems, that is, their relationship to changing cultural norms and economic 
systems.  The materialist bent of Faulkner’s constitutional thinking is symbolized in the 558
apocryphal documents that circulate or accrue in his stories: for example, the McCaslin 
plantation ledgers (in “The Bear”) and the layers of graffiti in Jefferson’s county jail (in 
Requiem for a Nun). As shadows of the constitutional-literary canon described by Harris, 
these texts channel the disruptive forces and unheroic subjects that (also) have made the 
present what it is. 
 The discursive and historiographical upheavals in early-twentieth century consti-
tutional thought parallel Faulkner’s rendering of Yoknapatawpha, the mythic scale of 
which has made his fiction especially apt for historicist and allegorical readings. In his 
early critical account of Faulkner’s work, for instance, George Marion O’Donnell argued 
that the principle holding together the “definitely romantic” Yoknapatawpha “mythology” 
is “the Southern social-economic-ethical tradition,” which Faulkner struggled to adhere 
to amidst the disruptive confusion of modernization.  As Joseph Urgo aptly notes, 559
though, Faulkner’s layered and serpentine narratives are described best not as legend or 
myth but as a collection of apocrypha: “an apocrypha aims to upset and to create a sense 
of competing accounts, not a single vision.”  Faulkner’s apocryphal narratives can be 560
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considered constitutional, furthermore, in their attention to the cultural attitudes and offi-
cially unrecorded socioeconomic activities that buoy or crater political order. His narra-
tives discover these diffuse constitutional influences in piecemeal textual fragments: 
plantation ledgers, commercial receipts, bank statements, and even love letters and per-
sonal photographs. Taken together, such documents comprise “a chronological and much 
more comprehensive though doubtless tedious record than he would ever get from any 
other source,” as Isaac “Ike” McCaslin describes his family’s household ledgers in “The 
Bear.”  Faulkner’s sinuous and elliptical prose weaves these fragments together in 561
strained aggregates that revive rather than reconcile constitutional contradictions. 
 Ike’s own story in “The Bear" reveals Faulkner’s multiple approaches to altering 
romance and other generic conventions. As Ellison notes later in “What America Would 
Be Like Without Blacks,” the romantic, tragic, and ironic elements of “The Bear” are dis-
ruptively supplemented with an “outrageously comic” fantasy of black absence in the 
figure of Percival Brownlee.  Faulkner’s story redeploys, according to Ellison, the 562
American disavowal of black existence in the mode not of tragic disavowal but of comic 
exuberance. The surprising discontinuities of Brownlee’s “picaresque adventures” (“What 
America Would Be Like,” 581) embody a generic metamorphosis of the nation’s segre-
gated consciousness of racial hierarchy and exclusion, conveying less about this black 
character’s tendencies or aspirations than about white Americans’ uncertainty regarding 
 William Faulkner, Go Down, Moses (1942), 256.561
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their own identity. The failure of Ike’s narrative to fully apprehend Brownlee’s character 
expresses the white-dominant nation’s ignorance of its constitution as a racially stratified 
state, and white Americans’ unwillingness to include (rather than assimilate) their black 
counterparts.  563
 Ellison’s comic rereading of the “tragic and miscast” (Go Down, 279) Brownlee 
calls attention to the sheer and unaccountable excess of black survival in Faulkner’s nar-
ratives. More than a humorous subplot, Brownlee’s episodic displacements—from multi-
ple ill-fitting roles on the McCaslin plantation to a revivalist’s pulpit to the Union army 
and, finally, to a New Orleans brothel—dramatize the tragically riven form of Faulkner’s 
narrative universe as its takes shape in the consciousness of would-be heroes such as Ike 
himself, or Quentin Compson (characters who intersect in Faulkner’s imagination).  For 564
what the plantation ledgers and white characters in “The Bear” cannot adequately docu-
ment or explain becomes the story’s elusive punchline, simultaneously superfluous and 
foundational. An “anomaly” (Go Down, 252) in the ledgers of the McCaslin plantation, 
Brownlee nonetheless becomes a foil for Ike’s romantic renunciation and wandering. The 
former slave’s irregular trajectory from plantation to brothel seemingly emphasizes the 
noble purposiveness directing Ike’s renunciation of his McCaslin inheritance. None-
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theless, Brownlee’s disruptive appearance in section 4 of “The Bear” is central to that 
section’s transformative effect on the surrounding story: the emancipated slave’s “one 
defiant female glance” toward his former owners is one of the several incongruous mo-
ments that transform Faulkner’s short story about hunting into a modernist chronicle of 
“a whole land in miniature” (Go Down, 278, 280). 
 As a decadent catalyst on the primary narrative threads in “The Bear,” Brownlee’s 
subtextual interruptions convey the conflict in Faulkner’s attitudes toward southern histo-
ry and the south’s place within the federal nation.  For even as Faulkner idealizes the 565
nation’s pioneer origins, he treats its violent excesses in exploration and commerce as in-
separable from its future. The disavowal of tragedy that renders Brownlee’s experience as 
comic picaresque repeats itself across Faulkner’s diffuse chronicle of Yoknapatawpha. In 
Faulkner’s hands, the detached and self-enclosed unity of romance, with its dual planes of 
subject-plot and symbol-allegory, cannot exclude the violent remainders and dissident 
subjects of American commonwealth.  His historical anti-romance bends the experi566 -
ences of secession, reunion, and white supremacy to the same generic law as Brownlee’s 
discontinuous interruptions.  
 On Brownlee’s decadence, see Catherine Gunther Kodat, “Making Camp: Go Down, Moses,”  565
American Literary History 19.4 (Winter 2007): 997–1029.
 This description of romance in general and in Faulkner’s particular case summarizes statements 566
from Malcolm Cowley, “Poe in Mississippi,” and Lionel Trilling, “Mr. Faulkner’s World,” both qtd. Mur-
phet, 9. 
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 The constitutional dimensions of Faulkner’s anti-romantic thinking are evident, 
especially and dramatically, in one-of-a-kind novel-play, Requiem for a Nun (1951). The 
text’s three main dramatic sections, or “acts,” portray the fate of Nancy Mannigoe, a 
black former prostitute and drug addict hired as a nanny by the white, wealthy Temple 
Drake (introduced previously in Faulkner’s 1931 novel, Sanctuary) and sentenced to 
death for murdering the latter’s infant daughter. Though largely inscrutable herself, Nan-
cy serves as a catalyst for Temple Drake’s self-examination and, ultimately, her recom-
mitment to her family. “One of the few modern tragedies there are,” according to Albert 
Camus, Requiem’s staging of domestic violence and black incarceration in the late 1930s 
is set against long narrative prologues recounting the history of Jefferson, Mississippi, 
and the origins of its modern legal-political institutions: the Yoknapatawpha county cour-
thouse, the state capital building, and the county jailhouse.  These sprawling historical, 567
at times even cosmic narratives provide a “much more comprehensive though doubtless 
tedious record” of Yoknapatawpha’s conquest and white settlement than even the Mc-
Caslin family ledgers. 
 Critics have seen in these prologues both proto-Fascist myths that legitimize the 
state’s sovereign violence and, conversely, suppressed but compelling intimations of the 
Civil Rights revolution that would bourgeon in the decades following Requiem’s publica-
 Albert Camus, “‘On Faulkner’ (Program Note to Camus’ adaptation of Requiem for a Nun),” 183.567
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tion.  Regardless of their political or ideological implications, each historical digression 568
represents, as another critic aptly notes, “not one historical ‘period’ but a transition from 
one social order (with its own characteristic ways of organizing both its internal and its 
external boundaries) toward another, differently ordered society.”  The panoramic scope 569
of these historical transitions heightens the tension of each main act’s convoluted deliber-
ations over the guilt, motivations, and fate of its central characters. Yet this tension em-
beds their individual stories in history, qualifying and complicating their meanings rather 
than elevating them into a romantic cosmology of heroism, allegory, and organic change. 
The active moment of the play’s dramatic sections becomes one instance in a series of 
chance encounters, grand designs, and unexpected outcomes that has made and repeated-
ly remade the social order. 
 In addition to framing the dramatic sections of the text, the prologues’ constitu-
tional narratives introduce a subtle interplay between economic transactions and federal 
governance, which together create a racially hierarchal form of commonwealth. The flex-
ibly integrative centripetal power of the federal state first becomes palpable in Act I, 
when the process of expropriating indigenous lands begins to structure the amorphous 
boundaries and claims of the colonial frontier.  The first prologue presents the jailhouse 570
 Steven Weisenberger, “Faulkner in Baghdad, Bush in Hadleyburg: Race, Nation, and Sovereign 568
Violence” (2006); and Jay Watson, “Dangerous Return: The Narratives of Jurisgenesis in Faulkner’s Re-
quiem for a Nun,” 129.
 Richard Moreland, Faulkner and Modernism: Rereading and Rewriting (1990), 195.569
 The events of Requiem’s first prologue take place in 1833, fifteen years after Mississippi was in570 -
corporated as a state; nonetheless, the frontier character of the state’s rural areas is a prominent theme 
throughout this and the other prologues.
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(a setting Faulkner returns to in the play’s final dramatic section) as the nucleus of social 
order on the frontier. However, when a motley assortment of backwoods characters are 
thrown together in the one-room, stand-alone jail, several of the culprits break out by de-
stroying one of its entire walls and absconding with the lock used to secure its sole door 
(and previously used to secure the satchel of a US mail rider). 
 The ruptured wall and stolen lock symbolize the potential loss of what little ju-
ridical order the unruly settlement possessed, but their significance takes on additional 
and specific weight as characters recognize the previously invisible forces of national-
imperial expansion that permeate their remote outpost. The group of local settlers fearful-
ly debate what financial penalties or even criminal prosecution might result from their 
misuse of the lock, until one character, Ratcliffe, resolves the crisis by “bringing into that 
backwoods room…the whole vast incalculable weight of federality, not just representing 
the government nor even himself just the government; for that moment at least, he was 
the United States” (19). As post trader at the local Chickasaw agency (proprietor of its 
general store, typically a military position), Ratcliffe is able to harness the distributed ap-
paratus of the federal government and transform it from a threat into “a solution so sim-
ple, so limitless in retrospect, that they didn’t even wonder why nobody had thought of it 
before; which not only solved the problem but abolished it; and not just that one, but all 
problems, from now on into perpetuity” (17). Ratcliffe simply charges the stolen lock to 
	333
“the Book,” “not a ledger, but the ledger” listing the supplies and provisions purchased 
by the Chickasaw tribe from the U.S. government.  
 In principle an act of theft from both the Chickasaw people and the United States, 
Ratcliffe’s solution is so miraculously effective because of the distant, regionally mediat-
ed relationship between the federal government and its settlements. The grandly denomi-
nated ledger Book is in fact nothing more than “a ruled, paper-back copybook such as 
might have come out of a schoolroom,” an ephemeral record that will go unregistered by 
the central powers: “That was all the settlement had to do: add the lock to the list, the ac-
count. It wouldn’t even matter at what price they entered it… [since] none would ever 
read the entry” (17-18). The weight of federality becomes practically “incalculable,” as 
the earlier passage describes, because this unknown ledger’s “crawling tedious list of cal-
ico and gunpowder, whisky and salt and snuff and denim pants and osseous candy” (17) 
passes into apocryphal memory.  
 The act of entering the lock into the ledger extends the act of writing (alluded to 
parenthetically in the long sentence describing the ledger) by which the Chickasaw matri-
arch, “signed all the conveyances as her son’s kingdom passed to the white people, regu-
larising it in law anyway” (17). By bringing these temporally separated acts of writing 
into parallel, Faulkner’s narrative documents the interplay between “regularising…law” 
and undocumented economic subterfuge that allows the federal nation to expand across a 
continent. Faulkner’s text documents these concealed, piecemeal thefts of indigenous 
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land and federal property, a few pages later noting that even the seemingly trivial ac-
counting trick on the Chickasaw ledger “leave[s] in fact the whole race of man, as long as 
it endured, forever and irrevocably fifteen dollars deficit, fifteen dollars in the red” (29). 
Such hyperbole records the foundational misdeeds of the commonwealth in the text’s 
own economic ledger. Lodged in Faulkner’s prose alongside public constitutional narra-
tives, this unacknowledged document subtends the regularizing, integrating forces of law 
and state, with their fantasy of all Mississippians “working…black and white, free and 
unfree, shoulder to shoulder…as one” to construct the county courthouse (33-34). 
 The narrative prologue to Act II meditates on the expansion of law’s “regularis-
ing” but covertly hierarchical force, as embodied in the golden dome of the capital build-
ing in Jackson. Reaching far back beyond the frontier era of Act I’s prologue, this sec-
tion’s cosmic perspective presents the law as a natural outgrowth of the “inextricable and 
indivisible” (79) web of primordial elements and “the land’s slow alluvial chronicle” 
(81). The capital dome—or, at least, some poetic-metaphysical emanation of it—lies 
buried through geological transformations, ice ages, and the exploits of indigenous peo-
ples and early Europeans settlers, awaiting the arrival of “the Anglo-Saxon, the pioneer” 
(81). However, the arrival of this heroic force of nature reveals the law to be historically 
contingent and shaped by forces of power and greed that exceed the symbolic confronta-
tion between settler and nature. The expanding chain of settlements, “peopled by men 
with mouths full of law…who owned Negro slaves and Empire beds” (82), extinguishes 
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all preceding elements and inhabitants in the land, replacing them with “one vast single 
net of commerce [that] webbed and veined the mid-continent’s fluvial embracement” 
(83). As the culmination of Requiem’s Yoknapatawpha cosmology, furthermore, this reve-
lation of a unifying economic order reveals the hierarchical division that law transfers 
from the bleeding edge of territorial expansion to the internal organization of society. 
 The ideal of a federally ordered society ostensibly suppresses and distributes the 
comparably more overt chaos and violence of the frontier, but these foundational forces 
percolate through the constitutional and architectural edifices Faulkner chronicles. Mis-
sissippi’s political order initially evolves in harmonious parallel with its natural history 
and economic development, as the state is integrated within the federal nation. The text’s 
lyrical transfiguration of economic activity into political and implicitly federal idealism 
takes place in extended passages such as the following, which continues directly from the 
previously cited reference to “one vast single net of commerce”: 
New Orleans, Pittsburgh, and Fort Bridger, Wyoming, were suburbs one to 
the other, inextricable in destiny; men’s mouths were full of law and order, 
all men’s mouths were round with the sound of money; one unanimous 
golden affirmation ululated the nation’s boundless immeasurable 
forenoon: profit plus regimen equals security: a nation of commonwealths; 
that crumb, that dome, that gilded pustule, that Idea risen now suspended 
like a balloon or a portent or a thundercloud above what used to be 
wilderness, drawing, holding the eyes of all: Mississippi: a state, a com-
monwealth; triumvirate in legislative, judiciary, executive, but without a 
capital, functioning as though from a field headquarters, operating as 
though still en route toward that high inevitable place in the galaxy of 
commonwealths… (83) 
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The ambiguous suppression of commerce’s ubiquitous role in national development is 
conveyed in the image of mouths speaking superficially about “law and order” yet physi-
cally shaped and resounding with “the sound of money.” In this paratactic layering of 
“full” legal-political content with economic form (“round”) and implication (“sound”), 
Faulkner points to the disregarded disjunction between material and political constitu-
tions that haunts the U.S. liberal state, and federal idealism generally. For the creation of 
“commonwealth,” whether in Faulkner’s paternalistic form or an egalitarian notion of 
widely equitable distribution, runs athwart this political “Idea” of an “inextricable” and 
“unanimous” political cohesion, elevated even beyond the nation to galactic proportions. 
 These constitutional contradictions are hinted at in the short, highly condensed 
prologue for Act II, but they unfold in greater detail in the third and final prologue’s re-
turn to the Jefferson jail. Even by the end of the synoptic natural-political history that in-
troduces Act II, the power-saturated capital city can be perceived as a “new city created 
not for a city but for a central point for the governance of men” (85). In a short span of 
paragraphs and pages, the capital’s golden dome hosts no less than five constitutional 
conventions adapting Mississippi’s political order to the turbulent forces of statehood, 
democratization (the end of land-based voting restrictions), civil war, reconstruction, and 
white supremacy. Such political orchestrations, whether cosmic or constitutional, find a 
sharp contrast in the jailhouse’s progress- and order-resistant memory. As the organizing 
institution that is “older even than the town itself” (167) and contains a panoramic record 
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of its otherwise undocumented history, the jailhouse remains “pluralistic, jurisgenerative, 
a source of new normative visions and possibilities, while the courthouse answers the op-
posite need: to avert crisis, promote public order, and rein in the proliferation of norma-
tive worlds” (Watson, “Dangerous Return,” 112). By accessing this unruly carceral space, 
Faulkner gains a new perspective for viewing the forgotten elements and contradictory 
forces only touched upon in earlier prologues. 
 Yet the voice and sentiment of the final prologue inflate the mythologizing, ro-
manticizing tendencies of earlier sections, even as Faulkner recovers a disparate collec-
tion of names, objects, events, and places that undercut the notion of teleological progress 
and organic federal unity. The jail itself embodies these competing attitudes in Faulkner’s 
constitutional apocrypha: on one hand, idealism, heroism, and obdurate “continuity” 
against “the vain and glittering ephemera of progress and alteration” (197); on the other 
hand, the irruption of crude details and truths, forgotten or suppressed, into the inter-
minable and uncontrollable present moment. The material space of the jail cell contains a 
pattern of “overlapping—continuity” that indicates Faulkner’s conflicted sense of the past 
as both eternal and accidental, ever-present and yet fleeting: 
As Gavin Stevens, the town lawyer and the county amateur Cincinnatus, 
was wont to say, if you would peruse in unbroken—ay, overlapping—con-
tinuity the history of a community, look not in the church registers and the 
courthouse records, but beneath the successive layers of kalsomine and 
creosote and whitewash on the walls of the jail, since only in that forcible 
carceration does man find the idleness in which to compose…the gross 
and simple recapitulations of his gross and simple heart (168). 
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Typical of Requiem’s idealizing-romanticizing excisions of violence, this idyllic redemp-
tion of “forcible carceration” is significant precisely for the paradoxical idea it enables: 
that layered, decaying, and insularly private scribbles on a cell wall are somehow more 
accurate and complete than the official records of religion or law. As an “amateur” 
statesman (like Cincinnatus, the Roman farmer-turned-dictator-returned-farmer), Gavin 
Stevens expresses a desire for historical continuity and communal identity that is under-
mined by its own need to incorporate the margins of society in its redemptive vision. The 
self-contradictory effect is similar to the narrative’s whitewashed portrayal of Indian re-
moval, which is repeated so insistently, and with such accumulating detail, that its mysti-
fications begin to falter over the “gross and simple” details of a tragic injustice: for ex-
ample, Jason Compson II’s cynical exchange of his race horse for an expansive tract of 
Chickasaw land, or Mohataha signing “her capital X on the paper which ratified the dis-
possession of her people forever” (169-170).  
 Through a similar exaggeration of romantic idealism, the jail’s power as a histori-
cal and political document derives paradoxically from its extreme resistance to change or 
influence, which leaves it in a suspended state between reality and dream, “no longer 
even watching now, merely cognizant, remembering” (175). The jail’s suspended, radi-
cally open but unstable attention allows Faulkner’s final prologue to take in more than 
just the Confederate secessionists, Lost Cause nostalgists, anti-Reconstruction Democ-
rats, and anti-modernization attitudes that frequently elicit his sympathy (though these 
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contribute to his decadent skepticism of federal forms). For example, the text recounts 
how “[e]ven high schoolers” remember a sentence served in the jail by the state governor 
for “refusing to testify in a paternity suit brought against one of his lieutenants" (196); 
even amidst such spectacle, the jail remains “isolate, even its legend and record and histo-
ry, indisputable in authenticity yet a little oblique, elliptic or perhaps just ellipsoid, 
washed thinly over with a faint quiet cast of apocrypha” (196). The Governor is preceded 
by runaway slaves, remnants of Chickasaw and settler populations, and other marginal-
ized figures; and he is followed by discontents of the modernizing south: “servants, 
housemen and gardeners and handymen…and the others (what the town knew as the New 
Negro…)” (197). Brought together by the integration of culture, economy, infrastructure, 
and politics into “[o]ne nation” (194) of train tracks and radio signals, the jail’s myriad 
occupants frustrate the prologue’s account of unifying modernization by overpopulating it
—exceeding its narrative frame and descriptive capacity. 
 Even as national homogenization sanitizes and institutionalizes residual elements 
of local eccentricity (speech, cuisine, Confederate nostalgia), the jail channels disruptive 
forces from the past or the periphery into the centralized present. Notably, as a wending 
thread of constitutional narrative, a central episode in the prologue reads the overarching 
wartime “destiny of the land, the nation, the South, the State, the County” as it lies em-
bedded in “the fragile and indelible signature” of a young woman, Cecilia Farmer (180), 
who scratches her name on a windowpane during the civil war. The prose sections sur-
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rounding this episode follow Gavin Steven’s historical logic of “overlapping continuity,” 
as they explain how her act of etching changes not only her own fate (giving her name to 
the man who will return from the war and marry her off to Alabama) but the attitudes of a 
visitor (addressed in the text as “you”) who encounters the signature a century later. For 
in that chance material encounter with a glass autograph, Faulkner’s constitutional apoc-
rypha discovers piecemeal oral networks that encircle official written history, supple-
menting it with “the composite heritage of remembering that long back, told, repeated, 
inherited” (201). More than just an affirmation of folklore over mass media, though, the 
narration of the encounter with Cecilia Farmer draws “you,” Faulkner’s reader or audi-
ence member, into “the roster and chronicle” of history as interlocutor and interpreter 
(205). And in that metafictional encounter, or interpellation, the third prologue’s feverish 
culminating sentences finally identify the past as an impossible complex of imaginative 
acts and interpretive decisions: “so vast, so limitless in capacity is man’s imagination to 
disperse and burn away the rubble-dross of fact and probability, leaving only truth and 
dream” (205). In this self-referential or metafictional claim, Faulkner names the paradox-
ical pairing of truth and dream, history and ideal, that characterizes his constitutional nar-
ratives.  
 The prologues in Requiem for a Nun gradually reveal the hierarchical and exclu-
sionary structure of the law, as well as the economic forces that make social and historical 
continuity an impossible political dream. These qualities of hierarchy, exclusion, and dis-
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continuity are condensed in the book’s central dramatic acts, as they portray Nancy Man-
nigoe’s sentencing for murder and Temple Drake’s conflicted response to that sentencing. 
Nancy’s inscrutability plays an important role in the play portion of Faulkner’s novel-
play, animating its portrayal of the tragic “destiny” that, as Camus writes, must be con-
fronted before the final act comes to a close.  Yet Nancy’s inscrutability also poses a 571
challenge to the prologues’ seemingly unchallenged ability to explain the history of Yok-
napatawpha and to imbue that history with the modernizing coherence of federal nation-
alism.  
 By refusing to explain Nancy’s act of murder (or her religious faith), refusing ei-
ther to condemn or to justify her character, the play makes this confrontation with “des-
tiny” an open and unresolved encounter with the inadequacy of the federal legal-political 
order. Nancy’s experiences and values are partially comprehensible but ultimately inac-
cessible to Temple, with whose perspective the play is aligned most closely. Temple re-
sponds to Nancy’s gnostic insistence on faith—“I dont know [what I believe]. But I be-
lieves” (220)—with an overwhelming sense of collective doom and a fear of “tomorrow 
and tomorrow” without any hope of personal forgiveness (222). Without final or cathartic 
clarity, the third act’s return to the setting of a jail cell brings Faulkner’s text full circle to 
question the meaning and direction of Yoknapatawpha’s constitutional history: what re-
mains of the federal nation's coherence, or the legal order’s formal equality, in light of 
Nancy’s appeal to a justice and hope that transcend them both? Her appeal solicits but 
 Camus, “On Faulkner,” 183.571
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then repels any moral or historical interpretation, even as her fate demonstrates the law's 
racialized constitution and its hierarchical power over individual life and death. 
IV. “an empty hall echoing with sonorous defeated names”: Quentin Comp-
son as Decadent Commonwealth 
 The constitutional substrates that Faulkner surveys in Requiem for a Nun closely 
complement his exploration of plantation history and racial apartheid in Absalom, Absa-
lom! (1936). The complementary relationship between the texts is not surprising, as 
Faulkner made several abbreviated attempts to begin the “esoteric” Requiem, as he de-
scribed it, in the months before he took up the material that would become Absalom, Ab-
salom!  After several false starts at the latter project, which he initially titled “A Dark 572
House,” Faulkner shifted his focus from a variety of potential focal characters to the pair-
ing of Quentin Compson as narrator-protagonist and Shreve McCannon as his interlocu-
tor. The change was significant for the coherence of the story, as Faulkner wrote to his 
publisher at the time: Quentin “tells it, or ties it together[,]” serving as a link between the 
story’s two important “anecdote[s]” and thereby making the story “not complete apoc-
 Blotner, Faulkner: A Biography, 323-326.572
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rypha.”  Quentin’s consciousness, that is, allows Faulkner to cross the span of time be573 -
tween his 1909 journey out to Sutpen’s Hundred and Charles Bon’s fatal approach to the 
plantation’s gates approximately forty-five years early.  
 Yet, as Faulkner goes on to explain, Quentin’s ability to organize this story about 
“the more or less violent breakup” of the Sutpen family derives not from any special 
sympathy or knowledge of “the South…and its people” but, rather, from his bitter hatred 
of them. Though deeply personal, this antipathy on the part of the text’s often displaced 
narrator-protagonist (as other characters step in to narrate sections) allows Faulkner “to 
get more out of the story itself than a historical novel…[t]o keep the hoop skirts and plug 
hats out, you might say.”  Quentin’s intensely antagonistic feelings, to compare Absa574 -
lom! with Requiem, have a structurally similar effect as Nancy Mannigoe’s inscrutable 
faith. Though both attitudes seemingly threaten to replace historical antagonisms with the 
drama of personal feelings or transcendent beliefs, they end up accentuating history’s on-
going influence on the present. For it is Quentin’s disavowed hatred of the south that, 
when finally spoken in Absalom!'s final paragraphs, draws together the otherwise dis-
parate threads of the Sutpen story in a narrative contest between romantic ideals and his-
 Qtd. Blotner, 327. At other times, Faulkner claimed that Shreve, rather than Quentin, was the “sol573 -
vent” that worked to “keep it [the story] real”: “If Quentin had been let alone to tell it, it would have…been 
completely unreal…. [I]t would have vanished into…smoke and fury” (Blotner and Gwyn’s classes, tape 1 
[13 Apr. 1957], Faulkner at Virginia online database). Whatever influence each individual character con-
tributes to the overall process, Quentin and Shreve together perform the dissonant construction of narrative 
that Quentin himself embodies as a figure of decadent commonwealth.
 Qtd. Blotner, 327.574
	344
torical contradictions, between the south as an idealized social ontology and the history of 
its material constitution.  
 Quentin's confused response to this narrative contest renders him a figure of 
decadent commonwealth, in which the paternalistic hierarchies and racialized exclusions 
of southern white supremacy devolve into a profusion of divergent, contradictory ex-
tremes. However, by having Quentin reject Shreve’s taunt that he hates the south, 
Faulkner’s narrative also formally refuses a depoliticizing integration of those extremes 
within the federal nation. Though apparently disingenuous, as a statement of Quentin’s 
feelings within the narrative, his disavowed hatred of the south allows Faulkner to present 
an alternative to Harvard’s absorption of privileged southerners into the national culture 
and imperially expanding economy of the United States. Instead of abandoning southern 
history and its unsettling constitutional implications, Quentin’s conflicted character fig-
ures the decadent negation of federal aspirations for a harmonizing political form. More 
than just a figure or allegory of history, Quentin’s unsettling historical confusion is in-
stilled in Faulkner’s readers by the narrative’s mélange of voices and perspectives, of ty-
pographical styles and circulating documents (notably letters and photographs). 
 What ideal of commonwealth animates Faulkner's narrative universe, and how 
does it succumb to the disruptive influences of racial capitalism that so unsettle Quentin? 
From its rise to prominence in seventeenth-century England, the term “commonwealth” 
simultaneously rejected notions of monarchical ownership over a people while also al-
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lowing for centralized political authority in accordance with their shared interests and 
values.  Such connotations inspired four of the earliest incorporated U.S. states—Ken575 -
tucky, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and Virginia—to adopt the title in their constitutions 
or other founding documents. Though seemingly distant from Faulkner's Mississippi (not 
officially a commonwealth, contrary to Requiem’s version of events), several new com-
monwealths orbited in the global political cosmos during the interwar decades; in addi-
tion to the emerging British Commonwealth, plans to create federal or quasi-federal im-
perial commonwealths were discussed in France and the Netherlands.  International and 576
imperial notions of commonwealth may lie beyond the constitutional horizon of Faulkn-
er's early narratives, but he confronted them during the Cold War in his newspaper edito-
rials urging Western democracies to “confederate, and confederate fast" against the Soviet 
Union.  Faulkner’s description of Quentin as a “commonwealth” in the opening section 577
of Absalom! anticipates these wider horizons, as becomes clear in Requiem’s invocation 
of liberal social contract myths and Shreve’s imagination (at the end of Absalom!) of 
white supremacy’s eventual reversal in world history. 
 In his mid-career novels, such as The Hamlet (1940), Faulkner notably began to 
explore place-based notions of “commonwealth” that were emerging in midcentury 
 David Robertson, “Commonwealth,” The Routledge Dictionary of Politics (2004), 96.575
 On the former, see Frederick Cooper, Citizenship Between Nation and Empire, 195; on the latter, 576
see Jennifer Foray, “A Unified Empire of Equal Parts: The Dutch Commonwealth Schemes of the 
1920s-40s,” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 41 (2013): 259-284.
 Faulkner, Essays, Speeches, and Public Letters, 102, 147.577
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southern populism; such notions influenced “his wider and gradual politicization of au-
tochthony,” that is, his investigation of human connections to the land (also evident in the 
prologues of Requiem).  More than specific political discourses, though, Faulkner used 578
the language of common possession and experience to define “the South” as “the indige-
nous dream of any given collection of men having something in common, be it only ge-
ography and climate, which shape their economic and spiritual aspirations into cities, into 
a pattern of houses or behavior.”  Such notions of commonwealth combine the paternal579 -
istic protectorate Faulkner described in his 1931 letter on lynching with the ideal of a 
“truly democratic commonwealth” that inspired Horace Kallen (for example, in Faulkn-
er's amorphous reference above to “any given collection of men” and Requiem’s 
metaphor of a dispersed “galaxy” of commonwealths). Quentin’s confused and confusing 
experience of himself as a commonwealth registers these divergent political attitudes as a 
crucial obstacle to his affiliation with the modernizing federal nation. Rather than con-
front this ideological contradiction, though, Quentin vociferously denies the hatred that 
his place of origin elicits in him. In doing so, he repudiates the south’s exceptionally vio-
lent distillation of racial capitalism even as he accepts the region’s similarities to and 
place within the national order. 
 Godden, William Faulkner: An Economy of Complex Words (2007), 55-56.578
 Faulkner, “An Introduction to The Sound and the Fury” (1933), rpt. The Sound and the Fury, ed. 579
Minter, 229.
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 Previous discussions of how Faulkner’s writing undermines racial and political 
hierarchies can clarify Quentin’s significance as a figure of constitutional decadence. 
Discussions of race and racism in Faulkner’s work have tended to focus on issues of rep-
resentation and ideology, specifically, the adequacy or complicity of Faulkner’s portray-
als of social history and marginalized subjectivities.  On one hand, critics have shown 580
how Faulkner’s black characters often appear elusive and inscrutable, as a “presence re-
sponding to a reality incomprehensible to whites.”  On the other hand, they argue that 581
Faulkner “replicates” the history and ideology of racial apartheid only in order to chal-
lenge its language and symbolism. In the narrative and semantic turbulence of his writ-
ing, according to James Snead, Faulkner constructs moments of “merging” that “attempt 
to reintegrate, at least in linguistic terms, what society has sundered”: “In demonstrating 
the difficulty of permanently fixing hierarchies, Faulkner’s works raise the possibility 
that societal markings might be susceptible to revision.”   582
 These interlocking insights explain why a conflicted white character such as 
Quentin Compson can also appear to be responding to “incomprehensible” forces and 
threats, as it is precisely his privileged relation to reality that comes under threat in such 
moments of non-hierarchical merging. Quentin’s sections in The Sound and the Fury and 
 For an insightful example relevant to Absalom, Absalom!, see Kevin Railey, “Absalom, Absalom! 580
and the Southern Ideology of Race,” in Natural Aristocracy: History, Ideology, and the Production of 
William Faulkner (1999), 127-142.
 Thadious M. Davis, Faulkner’s ‘Negro’: Art and the Southern Context (1983), 102.581
 James A. Snead, Figures of Division: William Faulkner’s Major Novels (1986), 14, 14-15.582
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Absalom, Absalom! formally dramatize what Snead describes as “the mind’s tragic irreso-
lution between the organizing polarities of society and the integrative needs of the self,” 
but the conflict is not between society and self, in general.  Rather, Quentin’s decadent 583
subjectivity embodies a particular crisis in the nation's constitutional coherence by ques-
tioning the relationship between whiteness and commonwealth. The fragmented style and 
organization of Quentin’s sections dispel notions of unity based on racial or cultural sym-
pathy. Instead of finding solace in the fraternity of southern, northeastern, and Canadian 
whiteness (with Anglo-Scottish roots, as Faulkner’s Compson genealogy records), or fear 
before Shreve’s conjuring of potential Africa conquerors, Quentin contradicts and ulti-
mately kills himself while having revived (in Sutpen) a telling chronicle of racial capital-
ism’s exploits in the U.S. South.  
 Quentin’s suitability as a figure for the violence of racial capitalism is not obvi-
ous. Critical understandings of Faulkner’s socio-historical imagination have shifted grad-
ually but dramatically from his work’s initial reception. Considered within a national 
frame, Faulkner’s work was viewed as the condensation of a binary opposition between 
tradition and modernity that early regionalist and Agrarian critics associated with the dis-
tinctive history and culture of the U.S. South.  Though revealing, that binary logic con584 -
 Snead, Figures of Division, 14.583
 For example, Cleanth Brooks viewed the “decay” of the Compsons “not merely with reference to 584
the Southern past but to the contemporary American scene,”seeing it their story "a parable of the disintegra-
tion of modern man...no longer sustained by familial and cultural unity…alienated and lost in private 
worlds” (William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha County [1963], 341-342). Dissociating Faulkner’s anti-
modern tendencies from southern traditionalism, Urgo reads Faulkner’s apocrypha as an expression of the 
“inherently rebellious” nature of the “human spirit” in its defiance of “the totalitarianism of modern soci-
ety” (4).
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tinued to guide early discussion of race in Faulkner’s work, until multiethnic and post-
colonial methodologies productively complicated narrowly dualistic accounts of Ameri-
can culture. A new degree of attention to American imperialism and to world literature, in 
particular, allowed critics to perceive Faulkner’s liminal place, not between regional 
southern traditions and national trends but, rather, between a hegemonic American liber-
alism and the heterogeneous multiplicity of North American and global cultures. For ex-
ample, Caribbean writers, notably Édouard Glissant and Wilson Harris, found in Faulkn-
er’s writing a “Caribbean poetics” that recognizes the “copresence of multiple cultures” 
and results in “never a[n] [exoticizing] celebration of difference, but rather a preservation 
of opaque shadow zones”—a “potential heterogeneity,” in Harris’ phrase.  Though 585
Quentin himself cannot embody the heterogeneous flux of global cultures, his decadently 
self-conscious whiteness is one of the ways that Faulkner attempts to both “escape” and 
“indict” the south, as he described his aims for The Sound and the Fury (in one of his un-
punished introductions to the text), by animating the “violent partizanship” he thought 
characterized the southern writer’s relationship to history.   586
 In contrast to Dilsey and Benjy, who were “to be the future” and “the past,” re-
spectively, Quentin’s discursive upheaval represents white supremacy’s faltering in the 
 Valérie Loichot, “Wiliam Faulkner’s Caribbean Poetics,” in William Faulkner in Context (46-55), 585
52; quoting Harris, “Reflections on Intruder in the Dust in a Cross-Cultural Complex,” Selected Essays: 
The Unfinished Genesis of the Imagination, ed. Andrew Bundy (New York: Routledge, 1999: 87-94): 89.
 Faulkner, unpublished introduction to The Sound and the Fury, rpt. Minter, 230, 229. James B. 586
Meriwether edited and published two different versions of Faulkner’s draft introduction in 1972 (The 
Southern Review) and 1973 (Mississippi Quarterly). For the textual history and an updated transcript, see 
Philip Cohen and Doreen Fowler, “Faulkner’s Introduction to The Sound and the Fury,” American Litera-
ture 62.2 (June 1990): 262-283.
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face of the heterogeneous present.  Whiteness in Faulkner’s writing has been associated 587
with both excessive visibility and persistent invisibility, either the hegemonic incorpora-
tion of differences or the distracting diversion of attention from power. Of whiteness’ 
hegemonic visibility, Taylor Hagood identifies the recurrent feature in Faulkner’s fiction 
of “an image of whiteness that functions as a trope of hybridity: a hybrid body that at 
least partially if not completely subsumes the Other in its whiteness.”  Of whiteness’ 588
invisibility in Faulkner’s prose, Masami Sugimori argues that critical preoccupations with 
Charles Bon as the nexus of racial categories in Absalom, Absalom! in fact repeat and re-
inforce Quentin's and Shreve’s narrative-shaping white subjectivities, which are de-
tectable only in their unsupported conclusion that Bon is definitively black. As drama-
tized in the narrative’s mystery plot, Quentin and Shreve’s “linguistic containment of 
racial passing at once enables them to become white subjects and hampers their episte-
mological enterprise, thus compromising that very white subjectivity.”  As a prominent 589
figure in the Yoknapatawpha fiction whose whiteness is rendered obliquely or as unre-
markable, Quentin embodies the self-destructive blindness toward white supremacy that 
characterizes both southern paternalism and federal idealism. 
 In contrast to the long prefatory chronicles in Requiem, constitutional apocrypha 
in Absalom, Absalom! are scattered throughout the fragments of speech, writing, and im-
 Faulkner, unpublished introduction to The Sound and the Fury, rpt. Minter, 231.587
 Jay Watson, “Negotiating the Marble Bonds of Whiteness” (2011), 3-4.588
 Masami Sugimori, “Racial Mixture, Racial Passing, and White Subjectivity in Absalom, Absalom!” 589
(2008), 6
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age around which Faulkner’s narrative spins. This fractured rendering of changing consti-
tutional forms parallels his fiction’s mediation, as detailed extensively by Richard God-
den, of the gradual structural transformation of the U.S. south and its place in the national 
economy.  Godden deftly uncovers how the linguistic and formal acrobatics of Absa590 -
lom! allow its white characters, such as Quentin Compson and Rosa Coldfield, to ac-
knowledge obliquely both their intimate dependence on laboring black bodies and the 
traumatic blurring of racial categories that dependence engenders.  For example, 591
Quentin’s “ups and downs” between The Sound and the Fury and Absalom, Absalom!—
his “death, revival, partial demise, and semi-resurrection”—reflect white southerners’ 
traumatic confrontation with the racial intermingling required by chattel slavery and, lat-
er, tenant sharecropping.  As Godden summarizes, echoing Faulkner’s own characteri592 -
zation quoted above, Quentin’s “comprehensive retelling” of what happened at Sutpen’s 
Hundred from 1827 to 1935 connects three epochal economic transformations across the 
“antebellum, postbellum, and New Deal Souths,” with his “voice hold[ing] it all 
together.”  593
 See Richard Godden, Fictions of Labor: William Faulkner and the South’s Long Revolution (1997); 590
William Faulkner: An Economy of Complex Words (2007); and selected essays, including “A Difficult 
Economy: Faulkner and the Poetics of Plantation Labor,” in A Companion to William Faulkner, ed. Richard 
C. Moreland (Wiley Blackwell, 2007): 7-27; and “‘It’ and ‘Olé’ in 1930: The Structural Economy of 
Faulkner’s Complex Words,” in William Faulkner on Context, ed. John T. Matthews (New York: Cam-
bridge UP, 2015): 100-110.
 Godden, Fictions of Labor (1997), 80-114.591
 Godden, Fictions of Labor, 1.592
 Godden, Fictions of Labor, 2.593
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 As a response to these economic transformations, though partially displaced onto 
thoughts of his father, his sister, and the passing of time, Quentin’s suicide symbolizes 
privileged white southerners’ loss of social authority following the agricultural sector’s 
transformation from a system of coercive labor to a market of wage labor. His despair 
over the changing social structure remains mostly condensed and masked in The Sound 
and the Fury, detectable, for example, in Quentin’s guilt over the “forty acres” of land his 
family had to sell to finance his attendance at Harvard (as well as his sister's marriage). 
Quentin's guilt is compounded by his struggle to comprehend the exchange of real prop-
erty—the Compson family’s last foothold in the agrarian economy—for an abstract social 
credential: “Harvard is such a fine sound…. A fine dead sound we will swap Benjy’s pas-
ture for a fine dead sound” (110). The exact measurement included in Faulkner's text is 
equivalent to the standard land surveying unit of a quarter-quarter section (one-sixteenth 
of a one-square-mile, 640-acre section), but the phrase “40 acres” also hearkens back to 
the U.S. government’s 1865 promise of up to forty acres and a mule for each freed male 
slave.  The creation of a golf course on what was once Benjy's pasture thus caps a se594 -
quence of dispossessions, including not only the unfulfilled promises of reconstruction 
but the Compsons’ earlier exchange of indigenous land for a race horse (recorded in texts 
such as Requiem for a Nun). 
 On the denial of promised land to freed slaves, see Claude F. Oubre, Forty Acres and A Mule: The 594
Freedmen’s Bureau and Black Land Ownership (1978).
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 Instead of signifying the nation's economic development and growing civiliza-
tional complexity, both of which Faulkner ironizes by pairing the ideal of higher educa-
tion with the leisure activity of golf, the ostensibly enabling real estate transaction only 
reinforces Quentin’s blurring sense of homogeneously interchangeable regions: “Some-
where I heard bells once. Mississippi or Massachusetts. I was. I am not. Massachusetts or 
Mississippi” (110). This tacit statement about the interchangeability of northern and 
southern states lies interspersed amongst Quentin’s despondent reflections on the inter-
changeability of life and death, existence and non-existence, and it closely precedes his 
father’s “teaching” that "all men are just accumulations” of discarded and recycled waste 
(111). In these accumulating associations, Quentin’s sense of loss and remorse over the 
sale of his family’s land culminates in an obsession with the transient contingency of 
time, expressed in the refrain, “temporary," that he recalls in the final pages of his section 
(112-113). 
 Though almost entirely displaced onto the southern discourse of women’s virginal 
purity, the territorial basis of Quentin's grief lies distilled in Faulkner's association of 
Caddie’s honor with “the whole vast globy earth,” which instead of advancing toward 
harmonious and productive order “may be poised on the nose of a trained seal”(207).  595
 As Godden argues, Quentin’s apparent obsession with his sister’s virginity and the possibility of 595
committing incest mark not a universal oedipal drama but a “historically specific regional pathology,” 
namely, the radical white supremacist political imaginary that overtook white southerners between 1885 
and 1915 and used the specter of black male sexual aggression to rationalize new Jim Crow forms of segre-
gation, voter suppression, and social-economic exclusion. Nonetheless, Faulkner's association of Quentin 
with the liberal concept of “commonwealth" places this regional racial-sexual ideology in the context of 
Western political modernity, in general. 
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As indicated in the Compson Appendix Faulkner composed in 1945, it is only the linger-
ing sense of connection to and responsibility for "the remaining piece of the old Compson 
mile” (208), his desire to get his money's worth from the land his brother loved, that mo-
tivates Quentin to postpone his death until the academic year at Harvard has ended. De-
tached from the patrilineal chain of white ownership, the Compson land itself devolves 
from a square forty acres into a collection of eighteen holes, from a repository of family 
wealth (actual or only dreamed of) into an inaccessible nexus of commercial profit. Lus-
ter is unable to sell his scavenged balls to golfers (34), and Jason fears he will begin to be 
charged “golf dues” for Benjy’s hovering near the course (118). 
 Such piecemeal rendering of social and economic transformation marks the 
threshold of constitutional thinking in Faulkner’s fictional universe, the place where his 
writing’s formal and syntactical experiments take on constitutional implications. For 
Faulkner’s paradoxically materialist-idealist constitutional history lies embedded, even 
when it is not present in explicit thematic content, in his formal orchestration of compet-
ing voices, interests, and documents that alternately evoke and then hollow out romantic 
ideals and conventions. The constitutional speculations that Absalom! instigates in its 
form overlay the economic history that Godden decodes in the vicissitudes of Faulkner’s 
prose and characters. At the center of Faulkner’s constitutional apocrypha lies the self-
defeating ambition, figure across the Compson family’s destructive historical entangle-
ments (going back to anti-Union insurgencies in 17th-century Scotland), to achieve 
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commonwealth within a society that remains structurally paternalistic and racially segre-
gated. 
 As a symbol of white southerners’ struggle to maintain white supremacy within a 
federal system, Quentin’s decadently echoing consciousness repeats in miniature the log-
ic of “negative federation,” or racially stratified cohesion, that organizes much of Faulkn-
er’s narrative universe. Having grown up contiguous to the mythically aggrandized gen-
erals and plantation owners of the Confederacy, Quentin perceives himself at the begin-
ning of Absalom, Absalom! to be “not a being, an entity” but rather “a commonwealth”: 
“his very body was an empty hall echoing with sonorous defeated names” (7). Quentin’s 
sense of identity as a white southerner is unable to cohere around the litany of local 
names, which are repeated ad nauseam in lore and legend but lack any relevance to his 
present or future; like the “myriad” ideas and influences that Dorian Gray draws from the 
wastes of cultural history, southern heroes echo in his mind as “mere names…inter-
changeable and almost myriad” (7). The south’s myriad echoes solicit a retrospective 
gaze that deflects any perception of the racially divided present onto a temporal division 
between past and present—the dynamic, repetitively reconstructed past cut off from the 
very circumstances that brought it into existence (or that follow from it). A source of 
what Sartre refers to as the “indefinable and elusive present” in Faulkner’s fiction, this 
absence of descriptive links between historical events and their future effects requires 
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Quentin to piece together the past in dialogue with others.  The stories they discover 596
and imagine confront Quentin with two contrasting but equally unsettling facts: his soci-
ety's origins in violent white supremacy and that system's growing insolvency in the 
twentieth century. Absalom, Absalom! presents both the process of reconstructing the past 
and the effects of these unsettling facts in a narrative form that reproduces the epistemi-
cally dizzying effects of Quentin’s multiplicity. 
 By tracing the echoes in Quentin’s consciousness to their sources in the U.S. civil 
war, Faulkner’s narrative provides an ambiguous first diagnosis of the problem con-
fronting Quentin’s generation of white southerners. The diagnosis pivots around two iron-
ic contradictions, a doubled misunderstanding of both the meaning of the civil war and its 
effects on the present: 
He was a barracks filled with stubborn backward-looking ghosts still re-
covering, even forty-three years afterward, from the fever which had cured 
the disease, waking from the fever without even knowing that it had been 
the fever itself which they had fought against and not the sickness, looking 
with stubborn recalcitrance backward beyond the fever and into the dis-
ease with actual regret, weak from the fever yet free of the disease and not 
even aware that the freedom was that of impotence. (7) 
On one hand, the passage suggests that white southerners’ focus on the “fever” of sec-
tional armed conflict obscures their awareness of the region’s underlying “disease” or 
“sickness” (slavery, as the sentence’s final clauses imply). The fever of war had made 
 Jean-Paul Sartre, “Time in Faulkner: The Sound and the Fury” (1939), 227-228: “[T]he past can be 596
named and described. Up to a certain point it can be fixed by concepts or intuitively grasped…. The inde-
finable and elusive present is helpless before it [the past]; it is full of holes through which past things, fixed, 
motionless, and silent, invade it.”
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them “free of the disease” of slavery, in other words, but their “stubborn” valorization of 
war leads them ironically to regret their release from an economic system that had sick-
ened them. On the other hand, the passage’s final turn of phrase characterizes the region’s 
hard-won freedom from slavery as “impotence.” While the preceding phrases could be 
read as indicating that this impotent condition results from white southerners’ recalcitrant 
misunderstanding of the war, the notion of powerless freedom also insinuates white 
southerners’ grievances with black emancipation and federal interventions during recon-
struction. The insinuation reflects yet another layer of Quentin’s muddled sense of self 
and context. Though Quentin’s family prioritizes his education in the north as a potential 
remedy (in The Sound and the Fury) for the region’s stupefied regret, the hollowness of 
this solution is belied by his narrative’s formal gyrations. Quentin’s escape to the north 
does little to help Quentin understand the past, either its origins or its ongoing signifi-
cance. 
 Quentin had begun his first encounter with Rosa Coldfield ambivalent about his 
own relationship to Sutpen’s violent legacy in the region. Only one half of his identity 
echoes decadently with white southern ghosts, as the other of these “two separate 
Quentins” stands apart, looking forward and northward by "preparing for Harvard in the 
South” (4). The distance between Quentin’s split identities closes, however, when his fa-
ther suggests that Rosa considers the Compson family to be nearly kin, due to the friend-
ship Quentin's grandfather maintained with Sutpen: “So maybe she considers you partly 
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responsible through heredity for what happened to her and her family through him” (8). 
With his father's suggestion of culpability in mind, Quentin feels the presence and outline 
of Sutpen assuming “a quality almost of solidity, permanence” as he listens to Rosa (8); 
and by the opening of the book's second section, Quentin is keenly aware that “he had 
been born in and still breathed the same air in which” Sutpen arrived in Jefferson in 1833 
(23). He no longer can detach or isolate one aspect of himself from the story of a man 
who "came out of nowhere and without warning upon the land with a band of strong nig-
gers and built a plantation—(Tore violently a plantation, Miss Rosa Coldfield says)—tore 
violently” (5). With this passage’s abrupt introduction of Rosa's first spoken words in the 
text, joined to Quentin’s thoughts by a dash and rejoining them with her corrective de-
scription, Faulkner uses an elegant formal shorthand to insinuate Quentin’s attachment to 
the plantation history and and the white supremacy Sutpen embodies. This transformative 
collision of perspectives also establishes the decadent logic Faulkner uses to generate 
subsequent textual confrontations. 
 The perspectival and typographical contortions of the following sections mani-
fests Quentin's decadently warping consciousness, as voices and stories from the past 
overwhelm his own perspective with a labyrinthine reconstruction of the previous centu-
ry. From the first section's more or less conversational format, sustained by Quentin's 
diligent responses of "Yessum" and “Nome" to Rosa (5, 13, 14), the second section re-
places Quentin's quoted speech and interior monologue with a seemingly objective third-
	359
person narrator that shifts seamlessly (on the break between pages 32 and 33) into the 
voice of Quentin's father. The curiously unpunctuated dialogue in section three amplifies 
Quentin’s and his father’s voices over that of the italicized narrator, but conventional 
punctuation and narration return in section four— until a large parenthetical insertion of 
Quentin's perspective interrupts his father’s speech in that section's final paragraph. Sec-
tion five is given over entirely to Rosa’s italicized narrative, which also is interrupted by 
Quentin’s typographically marked experiences and thoughts.  
 All of these narrative techniques—from the conventional to the off-kilter to the 
thoroughly bewildering—are repeated in the book's final four sections within the frame-
work of Quentin and Shreve’s complexly narrated and intimately prolonged conversa-
tions at Harvard. This shift between the book’s first and second halves marks Quentin’s 
geographical-cultural displacement from regional south to liberal north. The conversa-
tional framework of the second half contains the heterogeneous perspectives and tech-
niques of the book’s southern half, in a hierarchical relationship analogous to the nation’s 
claim to organize its constituent parts. Scattered throughout these prismatic sections are 
the documentary ephemera and ledger-like calculations (economic, moral, or otherwise) 
that Faulkner identifies as traces of the nation's material constitution, unofficial fragments 
of the political order and its antagonistic histories. 
 However, Absalom, Absalom! aligns its contentious perspectives and narrative 
fragments with political hierarchies that extend beyond the federal nation, as Shreve's 
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Canadian perspective (like the transatlantic historical perspective of the Compson Ap-
pendix) introduces the continental-hemispheric scales of global white supremacist think-
ing. Not only does Shreve objectify and relativize Quentin’s regional home, referring to it 
as “The South” and ironically recasting its romantic notion of organically preserved he-
roes and ideals in the accusation that “you folks all outlive yourselves by years and years 
and years” (301). As Quentin lies in the “compounded…gathered” cold of a New Eng-
land midnight (298), Shreve gives voice to the paranoid racism of Lothrop Stoddard’s 
The Rising Tide of Color Against White World-Supremacy (1920), in which the Harvard-
trained historian anxiously envisioned the “subjugation of white lands by colored 
armies…especially if the white world continues to rend itself with internecine wars.”  597
Shreve invokes the metaphor of the plantation ledger to demonstrate for Quentin how the 
Sutpen house’s collapse leaves behind one mixed-race Sutpen whose descendants “in 
time…are going to conquer the western hemisphere” (302).  Shreve's imposition of this 598
global perspective on the violent southern history they have reconstructed forces Quentin 
to acknowledge the racial and regional hierarchies that liberal federalism simply ignores. 
Quentin sees, that is, the racial categories that enabled Sutpen’s wealth but also required 
him to disown his eldest son; and he sees the regional distinctions that enabled white su-
premacy to become an economic foundation—and then a constitutional tragedy—for the 
 Lothrop Stoddard, The Rising Tide of Color Against White World-Supremacy (1922), vi.597
 Shreve’s extended timeline contrasts with Stoddard’s warnings of imminent subjugation: “Of 598
course it wont be in our time and of course as they spread toward the poles they will bleach out again like 
the rabbits and the birds do...But it will still be Jim Bond; and so in a few thousand years, I who regard you 
will also have sprung from the loins of African kings” (302).
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federal nation. Yet Quentin can only reject such hierarchies by insisting desperately that 
he does not hate the south—a disavowal that preserves his diminishing social status, but 
at the expense of his own coherence and future. 
 Faulkner’s chronicle of Yoknapatawpha insists on the conflicted heterogeneity of 
both individual identity and modern society, an emphasis that opens his fiction to compet-
ing interpretations: where some see an embodiment of the South’s anti-modern excep-
tionalism, or even an apologist for Confederate secession and abiding racial hierarchies, 
others see an exemplar of imaginative, critical self-awareness whose response to the 
complexities of New World history anticipates the dynamic pluralism of postcolonial 
writers. Both lines of interpretation, though, register the ambitious historical horizon that 
distinguishes Faulkner’s fiction, which not only focuses on a period stretching from 
roughly the U.S. Civil War to the early years of the Cold War but also maintains a view of 
racial capitalism’s transatlantic origins and machinations. His writing stages the break-
down and alienation of white characters such as Quentin Compson and Ike McCaslin, as 
well as the subordination of black characters such as Nancy Mannigoe, as components of 
a social drama stretching back centuries. That drama negates the idealized romance of 
racial commonwealth that ties the U.S. South’s vision of Confederacy to the global cul-
ture of white supremacy and Anglo-Saxon, later Anglophone, exceptionalism. Unable to 
escape these narratives and perspectives himself, Faulkner writes their dissolution into 
words, sensations, and identities that do not add up to a coherent whole. As an apocrypha 
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to white supremacy’s official constitutional culture, the dissonant echoes that populate 
Faulkner’s characters link Yoknapatawpha’s economic and social history to a wider world 
in which liberal ideals of pluralistic integration perpetuate a racialized system of negative 
federation. 
	363
CONCLUSION – IN FEDERATION’S WAKE: POSTCOLONIAL TRAJECTO-
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 Not to be confused with the later Federation of Malaya, which sought independence between 1948 603














The stir made in the whole of the island by the establishment of the British 
Borneo Company affected even the sluggish flow of the Pantai life.  Great 
changes were expected; annexation was talked of; the Arabs grew civil. 
Almayer began building his new house for the use of the future engineers, 
agents, or settlers of the new Company.  607
At	Mirst,	Almayer’s	commercial	plans	appear	to	be	jeopardized	by	the	struggles	and	
passions	of	his	mixed-race	daughter,	Nina,	who	Mlees	discrimination	at	her	school	in	
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 Almayer’s coastal trade is boosted by the interaction between local geographical lore and foreign 609
resource speculation: “The coast population of Borneo believes implicitly in diamonds of fabulous value, in 
gold mines of enormous richness in the interior” (31).
 For a discussion of pluralism and transition in these narratives and an analysis of their transpacific 610
context between the “separate and competing pluralist structures” of two imperial federations—the USSR 
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It spoke much of the rights and duties of civilisation, of the sacredness of 
the civilizing work, and extolled the merits of those who went about bring-
ing light, and faith, and commerce to the dark places of the earth. Carlier 
and Kayerts read, wondered, and began to think better of themselves. Car-
lier said one evening, waving his hand about, “In a hundred years, there 
will be perhaps a town here. Quays, and warehouses, and barracks, and—
and—billiard-rooms. Civilization, my boy, and virtue—and all. And then, 
chaps will read that two good fellows, Kayerts and Carlier, were the first 
civilised men to live in this very spot! (24) 
Carlier	and	Kayert’s	delusions	of	grandeur	fade	abruptly	when	their	rations	run	low	
and	they	realize	that	they	have	participated	unwittingly	in	the	transportation	of	re-
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 Elizabeth Buettner, Europe After Empire: Decolonization, Society, and Culture (Cambridge UP, 614
2016), 58.
 Magubane, The Making of a Racist State, 279.615
 Qtd. in Bernard Magubane, The Making of a Racist State: British Imperialism and the Union of 616
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 Lewis Gannett, intro. to Alan Paton, Cry, the Beloved Country (1948; New York: Scribner’s, 2003), 619
24.
 Alan Paton, “Federation or Desolation,” Hoernlé Memorial Lecture (South African Institute of 620
Race Relations: Johannesburg, 1985), 7, 10. Paton died a few years after delivering this lecture, in 1988.





II. “Having a Bad Time”: Jean Rhys’ Kaleidoscopic Picarequse and the Dis-













 Jean Rhys, Smile Please (1979; Penguin, 1995), 100.622
 Veronica Marie Gregg, Jean Rhys’s Historical Imagination: Reading and Writing the Creole 623
(Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1995); and Andrez Gasiorek, “(The Knocking) Has Never Stopped: 
Jean Rhys’s (Post)colonial Modernism,” in Richard Begam and Michael Valdez Moses, eds., Modernism, 





























 This form of picaresque narrative emerged to depict the poverty and displacement that coincided 625
with early expansionist capitalism in Hapsburg Spain. For gender and class dynamics surrounding the rise 
of picaresque narrative, see Anne J. Cruz, Discourses of Poverty: Social Reform and the Picaresque Novel 
in Early Modern Spain (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999); and Giancarlo Maiorino’s “Renais-
sance Marginalities,” his editor’s introduction to The Picaresque: Tradition and Displacement (Minneapolis 
and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1996, xi-xxviii). Early book-length examples of English pi-
caresque include Henry Chettle’s Piers Plinnes Seaven Yeres Prentiship (1559), Thomas Nashe’s The Un-
fortunate Traveller, or the Life of Jack Winton (1595), John Bunyan’s The life and Death of Mr. Badman 
(1678). Jerry C. Beasley notes the first translations of picaresque narratives from Western European lan-
guages into English in 1569 (Lazarillo) and the importance of Tobias Smollett’s translations of the French 
picaresque tale Gil Blas in 1748, followed eight years later by Don Quixote, which introduced the English 
tendency to overlay a “providential vision” of moral and religious restoration onto the realistic depiction of 
a destructive poverty (“Translation and Cultural Translation,” in Benito-Vessels and Zappala [pp. 94-106], 
102). Other translations of Spanish picaresque tales include James Mabbe’s translation of El Guzmán as 
The Rogue in 1622, the translations of Richard Head and Francis Kirkman in the 1660s, and Bunyan’s own 
Mr. Badman, which bears many similarities to El Guzmán.  
Among the effects of these translations, Beasley notes especially the “autobiographical impulse” and 
focus on individualism that characterize the proliferation of tales about “virtuous characters exiled from 
their homes and in quest of redemption and restoration” (ibid, 104). For Calhoun Winton, by contrast, the 
origins of Anglicized and widely popular forms of picaresque in England “are to be found for the most part 
not in book-length narratives but in shorter works: in pamphlets, in chapbooks, and, especially during the 
early eighteenth century, in periodicals” (“Richard Head and the Origins of Picaresque in England,” in Ben-
ito-Vessels and Zappala [pp. 79-93], 80). Cf. Anne J. Cruz, “Sonnes of the Rogue: Picaresque Relations in 
England and Spain,” in The Picaresque: Tradition and Displacement, ed. Maiorino.
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 Ford Madox Ford, preface to The Left Bank and Other Stories (Jonathan Cape, 1927); and V.S. 628
Naipaul, “Without a Dog’s Chance,” The New York Review of Books (1972), 27; both sources quoted in 
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 Though the two characters inhabit opposite racial-cultural and developmental positions, Anna’s 636
negativity is echoed in Hester’s selfish complaints about the constraints that led her to effectively abandon 
Anna after bringing her to England (and spending the remainder of her inheritance): “It’s always the same 
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in the Dark,” Modern Fiction Studies 59.2 (Summer 2013: 373-394), 380, 379.
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(quoting a February 1973 letter from Allfrey to Rhys), 15 (quoting a statement Allfrey made in her weekly 
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III. Invisible Empires: Claude McKay, Ralph Ellison, and Black Self-Deter-
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 This rewriting of Wilson’s source text occurs in the film around 2:18:10. Wilson places the Klan’s 643
traditional moniker, “Invisible Empire of the South,” in quotation marks, while still reiterating the idea that 
the organization worked “to protect the Southern country” (Wilson, History of the American People, Vol. 5: 
Reunion and Nationalization, 60; qtd. Melvyn Stokes,  D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation: A History of 
the Most Controversial Motion Picture of All Time, 199.
 Davarian L. Baldwin, “‘I Will Build a Black Empire’: The Birth of a Nation and the Specter of the 644






















 David Waldstreicher, Slavery’s Constitution: From Revolution to Ratification (New York: Farrar, 645
Strauss, and Giroux, 2010), 14, 17. Waldstreicher continues to summarize his synthesis of the ideological-
republican and economic-progressive interpretations of the federal constitution: “[T]he founders wanted to 
have it both ways. They wanted the wealth and power that slavery and its governance brought without the 
moral responsibility that…they also knew came with slavery. Silence, compromise, and artful design char-
acterized their solutions. The silences are not absences: they had meanings that were understood and debat-
ed. The debates and compromises over slavery played a central part in the creation of the U.S. Constitution, 






















 Griggs, Imperium in Imperio: A Study of The Negro Race Problem: A Novel (New York: Arno 646
Press, 1969), 181. As Griggs’ narrative goes on to indicate, the U.S. commitment to federal union super-
sedes its occasional defense of black self-determination, expressing a structural feature originating in the 
nation’s white supremacist founding: “For the Emancipation Proclamation, as we all know, came not so 
much as a message of love for the slave as a message of love for the Union; its primary objects was to save 











































 Griggs, Imperium in Imperio, 188, 130.647
 For the significance of this choice of location, see Caroline Levander, “Sutton Griggs and the Bor648 -



















 Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of 649
Race (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1998), 249; summarizing James Allen, Negro Liberation (1932).
  P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, British Imperialism: Crisis and Deconstruction, 1916-1990 (1993), 650
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 Kristofer Allerfeldt, “Invisible Empire: An ‘Imperial’ History of the KKK,” Imperial & Global 651













[T]he Negro must be united in one grand racial hierarchy. Our union must 
know no climate, boundary or nationality…. Let no religious scruples, no 
political machination divide us, but let us hold together under all climates 
and in every country, making among ourselves a Racial Empire upon 





 Ewing, The Age of Garvey, 118.652
 Marcus Garvey, “African Fundamentalism” (1924), in African Fundamentalism: A Literary and 653
Cultural Anthology of Garvey’s Harlem Renaissance, ed. Tony Martin (Dover, MA: The Majority Press, 
1991), 5.
 Addison Gayle, “The Harlem Renaissance: Towards a Black Aesthetic,” in The Addison Gayle, Jr. 654
Reader, ed. Nathaniel Norment, Jr. (Urbana: U of Illinois P, 2009), 75. Cf. John Gruesser, “Empires at 




















 See Levander, “Sutton Griggs and the Borderlands of Empire.”655
 Ewing, 118.656
 [Cyril V. Briggs], “Programme of the African Blood Brotherhood.” The Communist Review 2.6 657
(April 1922: 449-454): 452. For a summary of the ABB’s shifting political agenda and sometimes con-
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 Claude McKay, Constab Ballads (London: Watts & Co., 1912), 7.662
 Albert Montefiore Hyamson, ed., A Dictionary of English Phrases (London and New York: Rout663 -
























 McKay, Constab Ballads, 7. The Preface concludes with McKay’s conciliatory note encouraging 664
the agency of his former colleagues: “As constituted by the authorities the Force is admirable, and it only 
remains for the men themselves, and especially the sub-officers, to make it what it should be, a harmonious 
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 Chaney, “Traveling Harlem’s Europe: Vagabondage from Slave Narratives to Gwendolyn Bennett’s 666
‘Wedding Day’ and Claude McKay’s Banjo,” 69, 70 (quoting Stephens, “Black Transnationalism,” 600) . 
Though this inverted League of Nations allows the characters to discuss class-based oppression as a point 
of cross-racial solidarity with Irish and even English male characters, Chaney concludes that in subsequent 
chapters class “is shown to be only a diluted, or better yet, masked form of expressing a raced resistance” 
(73). Discussions of McKay and Irish diaspora include Lee M. Jenkins’s “‘Black Murphy’: Claude McKay 
and Ireland,” in Irish University Review 33.2 (2003): 279–290; and Michael G. Malouf’s “How Black 
Reads Green: Claude McKay,” in his book, Transatlantic Solidarities: Irish Nationalism and Caribbean 



















 Briggs, “Programme,” 452. For McKay’s friendship with Briggs and involvement with the African 667
Blood Brotherhood, see Wayne Cooper, Rebel Sojourner, 402n17. 
In contrast to what Briggs saw as the theatrical organizing and social ranking of Marcus Garvey’s Uni-
versal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), the ABB was to be focused on “real constructive action”; 
and, at the UNIA’s 1920 International Convention of Negroes, ABB members “suggested and agitated be-
fore the congress the creation of a federation of existing negro organizations” (Briggs [C.B. Valentine], 
“The Negro Convention,” The Toiler [New York] 4.190 [1 Oct. 1921: 13-14], 13). Briggs’ “Great Negro 
Federation” was to operate as “a united centralized movement” (3) capable of carrying out a wide range of 
tasks, not the least of which included “organizing secretly a great Pan-African army in the same way as the 







































































 McKay occupies what Hall describes as “a translation position between two worlds” (“Cultural 668
Identity and Diaspora.” 12). In Hall’s theory of modern diaspora, such “positioning” is an interactive and 
interminable activity, not a “return to ‘lost origins’” but a way to “recognise the different parts and histories 
of ourselves, to construct those points of identification, those positionalities we call in retrospect our 'cul-















 Cooper, 239, 248.669
 John R. Chamberlain, “When Spring Comes to Harlem: Claude McKay’s Novel Gives a Glowing 670
Picture of the Negro Quarter [Review of Home to Harlem], in The New York Times Book Review (11 March 
1928); quoted in Cooper, 245.
 For contrasting readings of Fauset’s gentility, see Rottenberg, 122, and Jones, 19-66.671
 T.S. Eliot, introduction to Huckleberry Finn (Cresset Press, 1953), 193.  As his contribution to the 672
midcentury rehabilitation of Twain’s one “masterpiece,” Eliot argued that Huck’s vagabond “style” reflects 
a prominent feature of the North American landscape as a challenge to, rather than a manifestation of, the 
imperial values that settled it. Specifically, Eliot contrasts the two contributions that character and setting 
make to Twain’s story as an opposition between competing types of power: “It is Huck who gives the book 
style. The River gives the book its form. But for the River, the book might be only a sequence of adventures 
with a happy ending. A river, a very big and powerful river, is the only natural force that can wholly deter-
mine the course of human peregrination. At sea, the wanderer may sail or be carried by winds and currents 
in one direction or another; a change of wind or tide may determine fortune. In the prairie, the direction of 
movement is more or less at the choice of the caravan; among mountains there will often be an alternative, 
a guess at the most likely pass. But the river with its strong, swift current is the dictator to the raft or to the 
steamboat. It is a treacherous and capricious dictator…The river is never wholly chartable; it changes its 
pace, it shifts its channel, unaccountably; it may suddenly efface a sandbar, and throw up another bar where 



















 Holcomb (2007) also notes the overlap between McKay’s writing and “the conventions of regional 673
dialect humor writing” (313).
 Reprinted in Cooper, 28. Although Cooper sees “no connection" between Wilde’s prosecution and 674
Jekyll's emigration (30), attributing the decision instead to “his mother’s death” (23), Holcomb argues that 
Jekyll’s permanent departure from England in 1895 (the year of Wilde’s three much-publicized trials) must 
be considered in relationship to mounting legal pressure and general ostracism in the wake of the 1885 
Criminal Law Amendment Act’s Section 11 (the Labouchère Amendment), under which Wilde was ulti-
mately imprisoned (718-19). In this case, Jekyll could be considered part of a queer diaspora as well as the 































































































































 Examples range from his 1919 poem, “A Roman Holiday,” to letters in the 1940s explaining his 675
feelings about “Nazism” in the South and about U.S. involvement in places such as the Philippines: “Equal-
ity of white and brown people: bosh! You all ought to try to bring that about in America before going 
abroad to Asia, and even Africa, to try your experiments” (P, 308-309, 313). 
 McKay, “Claude McKay Says,” in New York Amsterdam News (15 Apr. 1939), 11; rpt. in The Pas676 -









































 McKay, “Out of the War Years: Lincoln, Apostle of a New America,” in New Leader (13 Feb. 677
1943), 4; rpt. in The Passion of Claude McKay: Selected Poetry and Prose, 1912-1948 (New York: 
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 “Sutton Griggs” also appears briefly in the narrative’s paratexts, following the nineteenth-century 684













































 Sterling Brown, The Negro in American Fiction (Washington: Associates of Negro Folk Education, 686
1937), 100-101; Wilson J. Moses, “Literary Garveyism: The Novels of Reverend Sutton E. Griggs,” Phylon 
40.3 (September 1979): 205.
 Ralph Ellison, “What America Would Be Like Without Blacks” (Time, 6 Apr. 1970), rpt. in The 687



















Fig. 27. Gordon Parks, Emerging Man (Harlem, 1952).  The Gordon Parks Foundation. 
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Fig. 28. Gordon Parks, Invisible Man Retreat (Harlem, 1952). The Gordon Parks Founda-
tion. 
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IV. “A Loosely Federated Alternative”: Salman Rushdie’s Hybrid Constitu-

































Whereas Eliot saw a “vital…friction” in England’s “constellation of [regional] cultures” 
(58), he struggled to apply this local model to the distant and imperially disrupted variety 
of South Asia: “[I]t is when we give our attention to the question of unity and diversity 
within the limited area we know best…that we can combat the hopelessness that invades 
us, when we linger too long upon perplexities so far beyond our measure” (65). Despite 
his sensitivity to the “ill effects of the disturbance of a native culture by an alien one” 
(ibid), Eliot nonetheless reinforced an organic view of political development in which 
“loose” or “mass” forms of order both diminish cultural vitality.  690
 T. S. Eliot, Notes Towards the Definition of Culture (New York: Harcourt Brace [First U.S. 689
Edition], 1949), 65, emphasis added (originally published in 1943 as a series of articles in New English 
Weekly).
 Karuna Mantena argues persuasively that the distinction between “traditional and modern societies, 690
and the holistic models of culture and society that sustained this dichotomy” (2) was central to late British 
imperial strategies of indirect rule: this distinction treated “native society as an apolitical, functional whole, 
held together by stable bonds of custom and structures of kinship” (3). Eliot echoes this intellectual frame-
work in his contrast between a “loose” organization of traditional polities (“kingdoms”) and the “mass uni-
formity” of a classless, secular society, a contrast that obscures the region’s political self-determination and 
potential alternatives that might emerge from it.
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 The basis for Britain's organic balance between variety and cohesion was, for 
Eliot, the region’s foundational Christianity, which he thought enabled a tighter interplay 
of unity and difference than in India’s plural kingdoms and religions: “given these condi-
tions, we can maintain the [regionalist] conception of national culture which will draw its 
vitality from the cultures of its several areas, within each of which again there will be 
smaller units of culture having their own local peculiarities” (65).  Such a symbiotic 691
arrangement was preferable to more “loose” institutional forms, as Eliot’s other signifi-
cant use of the phrase “loose federation” makes clear. In Thoughts After Lambeth, his 
1931 reflection on religious controversies in England, Eliot expresses his fears that a 
compromise between the Anglican and disestablished churches might result in the for-
mer’s “mere incorporation, as possibly the most important member, in a loose federation 
of autonomous sects without stability and without significance.”  In this controversy, 692
more familiar to him, Eliot intervened to avoid a looseness that might compromise “sta-
bility” and “significance”; in India’s distant complexities, by contrast, he lacked the 
standing to envision a viable alternative beyond British rule. Federation could achieve 
only loose coordination between India’s traditional parts, could be implemented only 
loosely (imprecisely); or Indian culture itself would vanish. 
 Eliot specifically distinguishes his version of British regionalism through comparison to India’s 691
pluralistic diversity: “It was necessary to remind ourselves of those considerable areas of the globe, in 
which the problem takes a different form from ours: of those areas particularly, in which two or more dis-
tinct cultures are so inextricably involved with each other, in propinquity and in the ordinary business of 
living, that ‘regionalism,’ as we conceive it in Britain, would be a mockery. For such areas it is probable 
that a very different type of political philosophy should inspire political actions, from that in terms of which 
we are accustomed to think and act in this part of the world” (65).
 Eliot, Thoughts After Lambeth, 325-326, emphasis added.692
	437
 Mulk Raj Anand, by contrast, thought federation had the potential to become a 
“real voluntary” alternative to both the federal impositions of British rule and the section-
al pull of India’s “various parts”: 
[T]he whole trend of modern Indian history has been towards the unifica-
tion of India in spite of the sectional attempts to divide it. So that the 
emergence of a real voluntary federation between the various parts of In-
dia knit together by common aims and purposes is a wholesome ideal.  693
Anand contrasts this “wholesome ideal” of federal unification with the “sham federation” 
instituted in the 1935 Indian Constitution, which he thought protected British and Prince-
ly interests (Letters, 134). As he maintained more than three decades later, Anand be-
lieved that “the landscape known as India, is too big to be a country, or a nation, or a 
state, except a federal state.”  In these sentiments, Anand aligns himself with the na694 -
tionalizing goals later endorsed by Jawaharlal Nehru’s Indian National Congress; but he 
also extended this federal ideal beyond the nation, as he explained in a 1943 radio essay: 
“I hope for a world in which states voluntarily abdicate some of their unlimited power, 
and pool their economic, military, and political resources for world federation.”  695
 That such different political actors as Eliot and Anand could both recommend 
federation as the constitutional solution for independent India speaks to the concept’s 
pervasiveness as well as its flexibility. Federation’s ubiquity meant that the bombastically 
 Mulk Raj Anand, Letters on India (London: George Routledge & Sons, 1942), 134.693
 Mulk Raj Anand, “The Search for National Identity in India,” in The Cultural Self-Comprehension 694
of Nations, ed. Hans Köchler (Tübingen: Horst Erdmann Verlag, 1978), 73.
 Anand, “The World I Hope For” (BBC Radio, 1943); qtd. Jessica Berman, “Modernist Cosmopoli695 -
tanism,” A History of the Modernist Novel, ed. Gregory Castle (New York: Oxford UP, 2015), 430.
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self-aggrandizing narrator of G. V. Desani’s All About H. Hatterr (1948) could designate 
himself, without any explanation to readers, honorary treasurer of the “U.S. of India.”  696
As a prominent precursor to and influence on Midnight’s Children,  Desani’s understat697 -
ed invocation of federalism names the constitutional conundrum that structures Rushdie’s 
later narrative.  
 That conundrum is evoked in the above epigraph, which figures the material and 
psychic effects of the fact that federal governance inverted rather than resolved the vio-
lent contradictions of India’s colonial constitution. In contrast to Eliot’s, Anand’s, and 
Desani’s visions of a federated India, federalism’s legacies stoke fear in H. Hatterr’s liter-
ary descendant and rhetorical twin, Saleem Sinai. Circling around and second-guessing 
the sort of easy pronouncement made by H. Hatterr, Rushdie’s narrator-protagonist won-
ders whether the “spirits” of earlier proponents of federalism had “leaked into me, imbu-
ing me with the notion of loose federalism and making me vulnerable to knives” (253). 
Saleem’s inability to accurately recognize these spirits over more 500 pages of narrative 
makes Midnight’s Children not only a distinctively original national allegory but a sophis-
ticated reflection on the conditions of postcolonial statehood. Specifically, Rushdie rean-
imates federalism as a postcolonial concern by calling attention to the gap between In-
dia’s disruptive colonial history and the amalgamating conceit of nationalist autobiogra-
 G. V. Desani, All About H. Hatterr, 91.696
 “My own writing, too, learned a trick or two from him” (Rushdie, preface to Mirrorwork: Fifty 697
Years of Indian Writing, 1947-1997, ed. Rushdie and Elizabeth West [New York: Henry Holt, 1997], xviii).
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phy, in which a representative subject “do[es] not speak as an individual but…with the 
authority of the hundred of millions of India.”  698
 Federalism’s unworkability as a constitutional form is represented by Saleem’s 
telepathic relationship with his Midnight’s Children Conference, an ironic mutation of the 
dignified “conference of Oriental statesman” envisioned by Dr. Aziz at the close of E. M. 
Forster’s A Passage to India (1926).  However, when the Conference dissolves into ca699 -
cophony, Saleem misidentifies the source of his federal aspirations, which ultimately de-
rived not from an “optimism epidemic” (39) amongst Indian nationalists but from the 
colonial constitution imposed on the region by British Parliament in 1935. This	“paper 
federation” was designed to fail but nonetheless served as the basis for India’s govern-
ment after formal independence, providing approximately two-thirds of the articles in its 
constitution.  The colonial origin of Saleem’s contradictory character—simultaneously 700
self-centered and tending toward disintegration—is underscored by the eventual revela-
tion of his true paternity. Descended from an English colonial official (William Meth-
wold), rather than his Forsterian-inspired adoptive grandfather (Dr. Ahmed Aziz), Saleem 
embodies the “Anglo-Indian” (Midnight’s Children, 131) character of India’s constitu-
tional origins. 
 Nehru, Selected Works, Vol. 8, 309; quoted in Anderson, The Indian Ideology, 95.698
 E. M. Forster, A Passage to India (New York: Harcourt, 1952), 321.699
 R. J. Moore, “The Making of India’s ‘Paper Federation’, 1927-1935,” pp. 54-78. Not formally re700 -
pealed by Parliament until 1999, the 1935 Government of India Act supplied 250 of the 359 articles adopt-
ed in India’s 1949 constitution (Anderson, The Indian Ideology, 106-107). 
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 By narrating and yet misdiagnosing federation’s inability to serve as a constitu-
tional form for the subcontinent, Rushdie makes the political and epistemic uncertainties 
of decolonization spectacularly palpable for his global audience and newly cognizable for 
his Indian readers. Rather than “glossing over all earlier contradictions, divergences[,] 
and differences and incorporating within the body of a unified discourse every aspect and 
stage in the history of [the nation’s] formation,” Midnight’s Children conveys the story in 
fits and starts, repeatedly inhabiting past confusions and asserting itself through them.  701
The book’s hodgepodge assortment of sections and chapters intersperse life story with 
national history, reiterating and second-guessing (and, at times, conspicuously attempting 
to erase) the relationship between a postcolonial present and its imperial past. It prevari-
cates, hedges, contradicts, rearranges, and ultimately dissolves itself in the face of “lies 
being spoken…anything you want to be you kin be, the greatest lie of all” (533). Through 
these maneuvers, it wrestles loudly with the “ambiguities and contradictions in the doc-
trine of nationalism” (Chatterjee, 52)—notably, the paradox of postcolonial sovereign-
ty—and attempts to repurpose federalism from a tool of subjection to a resource for sub-
jectivity. 
 In other words, Rushdie’s grappling with federalism activates “the complex rela-
tion between nationalist thought and the discourse of colonialism” (52), producing an ac-
count of history and a style of writing that are simultaneously “derivative” of colonial 
 Partha Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought and the Postcolonial World: A Derivative Discourse? (1985; 701
Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1993), 51.
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discourse and constitutive of a “different discourse” (41). In Chatterjee’s terminology, 
Rushdie’s success was to establish a new “thematic,” or conceptual framework, for post-
colonial literatures by initiating a new “problematic,” or functional purpose, for them.  702
That purpose is often assumed to be to “write back,” as Rushdie later described it, to im-
perial assumptions and judgments about the postcolonial nation; but Midnight’s Children 
also contends with Chatterjee’s epistemic problem of how to write the “life-history” of 
the postcolonial nation without recourse to a “single, consistent, unambiguous voice.”   703
 While federation might seem to offer a viable alternative to the nation-state’s con-
solidated voice, Midnight’s Children confronts the impossibility of balancing unity and 
difference within conceptual-institutional forms derived from colonial division and impo-
sition. Saleem himself fails to develop a fully reflexive model of postcolonial subjectivity 
or a non-derivative thematic for the postcolonial nation (whether unitary or federal). In 
place of both unitary and federal optimism, what Rushdie develops is an amplified rhetor-
ical style capable of conveying colonial constitutional history’s mixed-up influence on 
life after independence: from the partition of India and Pakistan, to the civil war between 
 Chatterjee distinguishes between nationalism as “thematic” and nationalism as “problematic” in his 702
second chapter, pp. 36-53: “The thematic…refers to an epistemological as well as an ethical system which 
provides a framework of elements and rules for establishing relations between elements; the problematic, 
on the other hand, consists of concrete statements about possibilities justified by reference to the thematic” 
(38). Chatterjee argues that the conceptual system inherited by Indian nationalists (the thematic of national-
ism) is complicated by the “polemical” content of Indian nationalism (its problematic), which necessarily 
changes the concepts used to justify nationalism by making new claims about what is possible or practical 
(40).
 Salman Rushdie, “The Empire Writes Back With a Vengeance,” The Times (3 Jul. 1982); Chatter703 -
jee, Nationalist Thought and the Postcolonial World, 52. Rushdie’s phrase later was adopted in the title of 
an influential anthology of postcolonial theory, published in 1989 and edited by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Grif-
fiths, and Helen Tiffin.
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Pakistan and what is now Bangladesh, and then Indira Gandhi’s declaration of Emer-
gency powers. Saleem’s consistently unsettled voice and identity challenge “the way the 
Indian nation has been imagined as a federal-unitary compromise”; and yet, that unsettled 
quality effectively confronts readers with “the paradoxes of Indian nationalism…the 
splits between pragmatism and idealism, the elite and the masses, centralization and fed-
eralism, rationalism and spirituality.”  704
 However, the colonial origins of Saleem’s constitutional mix-up tell only half the 
story, as both federalism and Rushdie’s writing and thinking are bound up with the histo-
ry of the United States and its problematic southern region. In the past decade, Salman 
Rushdie’s archive has found a “permanent home” in Atlanta, Georgia, with a job at 
Emory University allowing him to “nose around a little bit in the south.”  Though this 705
turn of events might seem a departure from his cosmopolitan life in London and New 
York, coming south in the United States extended his previous engagement with the ge-
ography of regional and global souths, and it shed new light on his notion of “imaginary 
homelands.”  It also provides an occasion for considering how his career as a major 706
postcolonial writer intersects with the categories and tropes of what is typically consid-
 Nandana Dutta, “Nationalism and Otherness: Reading Nation in the Literature Classroom,” The 704
Global South 2.1 (Spring 2008: 71-90), 84; Josna Rege, “Victim Into Protagonist? Midnight’s Children and 
the Post-Rushdie National Narratives of the Eighties,” Studies in the Novel 29.3 (1997: 342-375), 357.
 Kimberly Williams, “Rushdie celebrated for enriching classroom discussions across Emory,” 705
Emory News Center (5 Mar. 2015), accessed 29 Oct. 2016; interview with Salman Rushdie, “Rushdie on 
the Impact of the Ellmann Lectures on His Life” (recorded 23 Mar. 2010, published 24 July 2010). 
Youtube.com.
 Rushdie, Imaginary Homelands: Essays and Criticism, 1981-1991 (New York: Penguin, 1992). In 706
fall 2015, Rushdie returned north as writer-in-residence on New York University’s journalism faculty.
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ered the modern prototype of federal government. Although interpreting India’s constitu-
tional history in light of federalism and colonialism in North America might seem another 
instance of imperial imposition, Rushdie establishes an affinity between the subcontinent 
and the U.S. south that is interlocking rather than derivative.  
 In essay’s written much later than Midnight’s Children, Rushdie’s use of terms 
such as “south,” “frontier,” and “union” reveal how he adapts the terms of colonial dis-
possession into a style of postcolonial self-determination. In appropriating U.S. national 
history as a framework for understanding diasporic culture and global events, Rushdie 
does more than just characterize the immigrant as exemplary cosmopolitan citizen. His 
often transgressive self-determination in cultural politics, rather, contributes to a process 
of historical comparison. In his fiction, modernist wordplay and intertextuality (allusions 
to disparate texts and contexts) become a means for examining how global southern his-
tories overlap and intersect. In Midnight’s Children, he employs these techniques to con-
sider how North America and South Asia share in a global history of imperial domination 
and failed federal designs.  
 When Rushdie titled his 1994 collection of short stories East, West, he was restat-
ing the terms that had structured much of his own writing “back” to the imperial “center” 
and informed his reception by international audiences.  Following his lead, critics have 707
evaluated the relationship between “East” and “West” in his writing—and his position as 
 Rushdie, "The Empire Writes Back with a Vengeance," The Times (3 July 1982), p. 8. Reflecting on 707
his unsuccessful first novel, Grimus, Rushdie describes his desire to “find a way of taking themes out of 
Oriental thought and expressing them in a western novel” (quoted in Cundy, 26).
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a “Third World cosmopolitan writer”—by measuring his indebtedness to or his challenge 
to the styles and stereotypes of European Orientalism.  In the second half of his career, 708
though, especially since his relocation to the United States circa 2000, Rushdie’s ap-
proach to rewriting Orientalism has undergone a process of Americanization. The East-
West axis tilted or, rather, dissolved into a constellation of cultures and identities, sus-
pended in global channels of mass media and embodied for him in the “American cos-
mopolitanism” of New York City.   709
 As Rüdiger Kunow has noted, Rushdie formulates his version of American cos-
mopolitanism through some of the most archaic and nostalgic tropes of cultural assimila-
tion, tethering his earlier ideas about postcolonial hybridity and diasporic syncretism to 
an updated metaphor of the American melting pot—“that old hot pot,” as one of his char-
acters says.  Other times, echoing Horace Kallen and Randalph Bourne’s description of 710
the United States as a “federation of cultures,” Rushdie emphasizes pluralism rather than 
assimilation and refers to the “unprecedented unions” in art and memory that immigrants 
 Timothy Brennan, Salman Rushdie and the Third World, 85; on Rushdie’s book about Nicaragua, 708
see pp. 61-62. Where Brennan sees Rushdie balancing home and displacement in order to critique north-
south relations and forge south-south connections, Aijaz Ahmad critiqued his placelessness as an unmoored 
postmodernist who, like Pound, Eliot, and other metropolitan modernists before him, “float[ed]…through a 
supermarket of packaged and commodified cultures, ready to be consumed” (Aijaz Ahmad, In Theory, 128; 
cf. 157-158). On Orientalism, see Fletcher, 5, 388, 394; ten Kortenaar, 18-19; Lipscomb, 175; Majid; 
Mishra; Hawes; Mufti; and Barrows.
 Rushdie, The Ground Beneath Her Feet, 331.709
 Kunow, “Architect of the Cosmopolitan Dream,” 378, 382. “What is curious…is that he should 710
adopt a model of cosmopolitan plurality, which in the United States itself has long been regarded as obso-
lete and hopelessly ideological. Rushdie has thus positioned himself in a melting pot post festum, so to 
speak, in an e pluribus unum model which antedates identity politics and the culture wars of the 1980s and 
90s…There is an unmistakable irony here that Rushdie should inscribe himself in a superannuated model of 
cultural coexistence which predates the multicultural and postcolonial dispensation which he himself has 
helped to bring about” (383).
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form out of disparate locations and traditions.  In either case, his celebration of move711 -
ment and diversity can become inflected with an ethos of American exceptionalism and 
bound to the fate of expanding U.S. spheres of influence. Rather than allowing the queer 
possibilities of diasporic experience to challenge his earlier writing’s association of the 
postcolonial condition with “failed or impotent masculinity,” and rather than making the 
productive tension of his border-crossing exile the basis for a “southern theory” of global-
ization, Rushdie seems to double down on a state-sponsored and market-driven American 
multiculturalism.”  Thus, amidst the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, the writer previously 712
accused of being anti-American himself began to deliver polemics about the dangers of 
“anti-Americanism” abroad and “America-hating” at home.  713
 This reactionary posture nonetheless coexists with his interest in how global 
southern regions have been shaped by overlapping histories of conquest, labor, migration, 
state violence, and federal governance. The two strands of his thinking are evident in the 
 Bourne, “Trans-National America,” 115; Kallen, Culture and Democracy, ;  Rushdie, “The Location 711
of Brazil,” in Imaginary Homelands, 125. 
 Gayatri Gopinath, Impossible Desires: Queer Diasporas and South Asian Publics (Durham, NC: 712
Duke UP, 2005), 75; Raewyn Connell, “The Northern Theory of Globalization,” Sociological Theory 25.4 
(November 2007): 368-385, cf. Connell, Southern Theory: Social Science and the Global Dynamics of 
Knowledge (Polity Press, 2007).
 Rushdie, “Anti-Americanism has taken the world by storm,” Guardian (5 Feb. 2002): “anti-Ameri713 -
canism would probably not abate. It has become too useful a smokescreen for Muslim nations' many de-
fects - their corruption, their incompetence, their oppression of their own citizens, their economic, scientific 
and cultural stagnation. America-hating has become a badge of identity, making possible a chest-beating, 
flag-burning rhetoric of word and deed that makes men feel good. It contains a strong streak of hypocrisy, 
hating most what it desires most, and elements of self-loathing ("we hate America because it has made of 
itself what we cannot make of ourselves").” Cf. Rushdie, “The altered states of anti-Americanism,” 
Guardian (31 Aug. 2004). Rushdie himself was the target of similar polemics, for example by critics such 
as Middle East Forum director and Bush advisor Daniel Pipes (“Salman Rushdie, Man of the Left” [10 
Aug. 2004]; cf. Pipes, The Rushdie Affair).
	446
1982 essay that first introduced his notion of “imaginary homelands.” First delivered in 
London, this essay closes by introducing the parallel between postcolonial migration and 
U.S. national history that his later writing develops more fully: 
America, a nation of immigrants has created a great literature out of the 
phenomenon of cultural transplantation, out of examining the ways in 
which people cope with a new world; it may be that by discovering what 
we have in common with those who preceded us into this country, we can 
begin to do the same. (20) 
At the same time, Rushdie implies that the American example would be altered by those 
“who have migrated into the north from the south” (19), less because of their ability to 
comprehend what is “great” or held “in common” by the nation than because of migrants’ 
familiarity with “fragmentary” and “partial” perspectives (10, 15). “The broken mirror 
may actually be as valuable as the one which is supposedly unflawed,” he concludes; 
“stereoscopic vision is perhaps what we can offer in place of ‘whole sight’” (11, 19). 
 To put it differently, “the south" for Rushdie remains unsettled, not in the spatial 
idiom of wilderness or terra nullius but in a temporal and affective sense, as something 
desired and yet lost, forgotten, superseded, left behind, or otherwise rendered impossible, 
uninhabitable. And here he departs from the category of “region” as it is typically used in 
U.S. national or literary histories. Rushdie occasionally cites William Faulkner as an in-
fluence, suggesting that his example has been particularly important for writers “[o]utside 
the United States…in India, in Africa, and…in Latin America” and, for example, sketch-
ing the parallels between the American modernist’s Yoknapatawpha county and R. K. 
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Narayan’s fictional town of Malgudi.  Faulkner summarizes his own approach to re714 -
gional place in one of his introductions to The Sound and the Fury, where he character-
izes “the south” as a project of settlement, “in the sense of the indigenous dream of any 
collection of men having something common, which can shape their economic and spiri-
tual aspirations into cities, into a pattern of houses or behavior.”  Rushdie’s emphasis on 715
the imaginative acts and material artifacts that make up one’s idea of home echoes 
Faulkner’s reference here to an “indigenous dream.” But for Rushdie, such dreams do not 
condense around a singular “pattern of houses” or claim to authenticity. Instead, they ra-
diate centrifugally to encounter new economies and aspirations; home in this sense be-
comes portable, characterized not by settlement but by resettlement. Its history can be 
read not in patterns on the landscape but in the collection of memories, words, habits, and 
styles people carry with them across boundaries and cultures: “Stories are the tracks we 
leave,” as he writes elsewhere.   716
 A final conceptual step facilitates Rushdie’s comparison between North American 
and South Asian federalisms. The	“Imaginary Homelands” essay foreshadows his return 
to the trope of “frontier” in his 2002 Tanner Lectures, “Step Across This Line.” A deliber-
 Rushdie, “Influence,” in Step Across, 63; and “Introduction,” in Mirrorwork, xv. For a examples of 714
of Rushdie’s running commentary on Faulkner in interviews and public events, see David Haglund, “Which 
Faulkner Novel Should HBO Adapt?,” Slate (2 Dec. 2011); and M. J. Franklin, “Salman Rushdie Talks 
Fiction, Fairy Tales and ‘the Problem of an Uninteresting Life,” Mashable (8 Sep. 2015). For critical dis-
cussion, see Boyagoda, “Reading Faulkner,” and Pothier, “Southern Modes of Commitment.”
 William Faulkner, “An Introduction to The Sound and the Fury,” ed. James B. Merriwether, in Mis715 -
sissippi Quarterly 26 (Summer 1973): 410-415; rpt. in Norton Critical, 229.
 Rushdie, “Step Across,” 358.716
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ately contentious experiment with Americanization, these lectures apply Frederick Jack-
son Turner’s claims about the regenerative violence of the frontier to the transgression of 
cultural and geopolitical boundaries by the immigrant artist. This revised frontier thesis 
becomes Rushdie’s tool for critiquing censorship and his metaphor for globalization, in 
both cases (like his branding of “American cosmopolitanism”) verging on the ethos and 
euphemistic language of free speech and free trade. He maintains an ambivalent detach-
ment from the violence he describes: “Give me a line drawn across the world and I’ll give 
you an argument” (365). But the earlier essay again clarifies the southern, comparative 
dimensions of his thinking, by associating “narrowly defined cultural frontiers” with “that 
form of internal exile which in South Africa is called the ‘homeland’.”  Not all lines are 717
drawn equally. In these cases, the frontier disappears not because the conquest of a conti-
nent is complete but because a people has been displaced, a boundary has been imposed, 
or a wall has been built. His ambivalence about the violence of borders, then, and his in-
sistence that they go noticed, both stem from his conviction that the imagination can ef-
fectively render such barriers and, when necessary, rend them. 
 Midnight’s Children renders the difference between North America and South 
Asia in its mythologizing treatment of Indian federalism, but then it momentarily rends, 
or erases, that distinction through an allusion to the poem and song, “Strange Fruit” 
(1937/1954).  These elements of the story suggest that Americanization is not a new 
theme in Rushdie’s career but a concern relevant to both of the southern homelands 
 Rushdie, “Imaginary Homelands,” 19. 717
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(American and Asian) bridged by his imagination. Following India’s constitutional histo-
ry from federal aspirations to outcomes of civil war and sectarian violence, Saleem’s nar-
rative locates India in a history of global north-south relations and then indicates the par-
ticular intellectual and material transactions that constitute this uneven relationship.  
 At two key points in the narrative, Rushdie’s narrator Saleem Sinai identifies 
“loose federalism” as the ill-fated political ideal that has contributed to his own subjective 
crises in identity. Early on, in the chapter that opens with him insisting that “I am falling 
apart…I am not speaking metaphorically,” Saleem recounts the emergence of federal 
ideas as part of the “optimism epidemic” that swept through India in the decades preced-
ing formal independence. His own non-biological father (Ahmed Sinai) picks up federal 
ideas from a charismatic street magician turned political leader and “unifier” (39), Mian 
Abdullah, whose plans are cut short when he is brutally dismembered by dogs and knife-
wielding assassins.  In this first pass of narration, Saleem states in no uncertain terms 718
that interest in Abdullah’s “loosely federated alternative” (46-47) came to an end with 
death: “That was the end of the optimism epidemic” (53). However, he continues to en-
counter the unworkable contradictions of federal flexility: the breakdown of his telepathic 
negotiations with the Midnight’s Children Conference; the civil war between East and 
West Pakistan; and, finally, Indira Gandhi’s declaration of national emergency, which for 
 Rushdie’s character, Main Abdullah, corresponds loosely to the historical figure, Sheikh Abdullah 718
Mohammed, though the differences between the two are significant (Ten Kortenaar, 156). Other analogues 
include Rabindranath Tagore, considered by some the earliest proponent of Indian federalism (Kabir).
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twenty-one months reconstituted federal India as a unitary state.  It is only two hundred 719
pages later that Saleem recognizes in himself the ambiguously persistent influence of Ab-
dullah’s federal aspirations: “[W]hether the spirits of Mian Abdullah,  whom knives killed 
years before, had leaked into me, imbuing me with the notion of loose federalism and 
making me vulnerable to knives, I cannot say” (253). 
 With Saleem’s recognition of his own uncertainty, Midnight’s Children presents 
federalism as a problematic legacy of colonization and an unsatisfactory technology for 
organizing postcolonial experience. As a conceptual and institutional form, federalism is 
central to what Rushdie has called “the riddle of midnight,” that is, the question of India’s 
origins and organization as “a political entity.”  Compared to the cultural pluralist ideal 720
of “cultural federation,” in which differences are held together within a common frame-
work of information, interests, and aspirations, this question of political federation has 
the added dimension of assigning such differences to particular territorial regions—of 
aligning demographics with borders and boundaries. Yet the centralization of the colonial 
 Eric Strand pits Saleem’s federalism against Indira Gandhi’s executive overreach, manifested in 719
what Saleem and Strand both see as her alterations to the Indian Constitution: “In Saleem’s view, a magi-
cal-realist public sphere, based / on the idea of a federation of equals and ultimate values being left open to 
debate, has been replaced by the means-ends rationality of a despot who seeks to establish her own power, 
both political and godly” (1002-1003). However, the longer view of Saleem’s relationship to “the idea of 
federation,” especially its uncertain genealogy, challenges this agonistic reading of liberal public sphere 
versus centralized power. For the Emergency did not so much alter the Constitution as activate the articles 
it inherited from the Raj. Saleem’s confident but misleading analysis of the situation passes over the Emer-
gency’s most immediate provenance in British colonial rule, even as it points to the event’s echoes in impe-
rial history: “When the Constitution was altered to give the Prime Minister well-night-absolute powers, I 
smell the ghosts of ancient empires in the air…in that city which was littered with the phantoms of Salve 
Kings and Mughals, of Aurangzeb the merciless and the last, pink conquerers, I inhaled once again the 
sharp aroma of despotism” (488).
 Rushdie, “The Riddle of Midnight” (1987), in Imaginary Homelands, 27. 720
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state prior to independence proceeded not just blind to demographic divisions but specifi-
cally by manipulating and exacerbating them. British sovereignty was consolidated 
through the opportunistic division and de-centering of prior local sovereignties, with the 
princely states dependent on the directly administered territories with which they were 
intertwined, and both categories of state economically and politically subjected to the 
United Kingdom. 
 Given this imposed dependence, it is not surprising that Saleem’s account of fed-
eralism’s origins is “unreliable,” to use Rushdie’s term for him. Saleem offers a tellingly 
incomplete version of constitutional history, for his story “is not history, but it plays with 
historical shapes…The reading of Saleem’s unreliable narration might be…a useful anal-
ogy for the way in which we all, every day, attempt to ‘read’	the world.”  With this un721 -
derstanding of unreliability, Rushdie offers more than a statement of postmodern skepti-
cism. Rather, Saleem’s “distortions” (24) and the novel’s failure to provide “an authorita-
tive guide to the history of post-independence India” (23)—speaks to the central episte-
mological predicament of postcolonial historiography: the understanding that it is not 
only the content of historical narratives but their assumptions, categories, and concepts 
that have been altered by colonization. The transition of power surrounding independence 
required simultaneous acts of translation, disavowal, and reinvention, as political leaders 
 Rushdie, “‘Errata’: Or, Unreliable Narration in Midnight’s Children” (1983), in Imaginary Home721 -
lands, 25.
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attempted to stabilize the subcontinent using a federal prototype designed to destabilize 
the region. 
 Locating the origins of “loose federalism” in the miraculous figure of Mian Ab-
dullah, Rushdie’s narrator attempts to claim it as an autochthonous model of Indian na-
tionalism. Like other stories or histories that take “the south” as their subject, Saleem’s 
unreliable genealogy of Indian federalism might be a necessary, even an unavoidable fic-
tion, given the task of realizing independence from conditions that are anything but inde-
pendent. As he concludes about the story of Mian Abdullah’s death: “Sometimes legends 
make reality, and become more useful than the facts” (47, emphasis added). However, 
Rushdie pairs this mythologizing reclamation of federalism as the subcontinent’s tragic 
but autochthonous destiny, distinct from British colonial or North American cases, with 
an assertion of India’s affinity and continuity with the unsettled history of the U.S. South. 
 The third and final section of Midnight’s Children opens with Saleem’s experi-
ences during the civil war between West and East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), which in-
volved the breakdown of federal arrangements between the two regions and began with 
widespread extrajudicial assassination of East Pakistani intellectuals and dissidents. 
Saleem’s participation in the conflict leads him “south south south,” as he emphasizes at 
the chapter’s outset (414), until he reaches the river basin where laborers for centuries 
have produced much of the world’s supply of raw material for textiles and shipping con-
	453
tainers (and now produce a portion of its apparel).  There, in the jute and cotton fields 722
outside of the capital city, Dacca, he encounters “a field in which grow crops so strange” 
that he cannot but stop and examine these “strange, strange crops” (427). Whereas the 
landscape of the U.S. South is dotted with “poplar trees,” and its “scent of magnolias” is 
overwhelmed by “the sudden smell of burnin’	flesh,” Saleem’s “field of leaking bone-
marrow” is edged with “a copse of mango trees” and filled with “so nauseous an aroma” 
(428). And where Billy Holiday and Nina Simone  recall “black bodies swinging in the 723
southern breeze,” Rushdie’s narrator notes that “[t]he strange crops lay still, unruffled by 
the breeze” (428). Saleem’s arrival on the scene becomes a devasting homecoming of 
sorts when he recognizes several of his childhood friends amongst the “scraps of uni-
forms, lengths of intestine and glimpses of shattered bones” and is thus “reunite[d]…with 
an old life” (429). Rushdie’s allusion to the lyrics penned by Abel Meeropol thus enfolds 
Saleem’s loss in a mesh of connections spanning texts, continents, and historical eras. By 
citing the violence of U.S. racial apartheid, he suggests that the popular culture of the 
U.S. Civil Rights movement might become a resource for comprehending what has taken 
place much closer to his home.  
 Furthermore, while	“loose federalism” recovers the imperial North’s compromis-
ing influence on South Asian constitutions, aligning postcolonial civil war with white su-
 Beckert, Empire of Cotton, 18, 429-430; Tariq Omar Ali, “The Envelope of Global Trade.”722
 In Rushdie’s sixth novel, The Ground Beneath Her Feet (1999), the character Vina Apsara mentions 723
Nina Simone when considering her own situation as a female singer and her fears of government sur-
veillance (382, 458).
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premacist lynching points in the other direction, to the subcontinent’s longstanding mater-
ial and symbolic influence on North America. As far back as the seventeenth century, cot-
ton cultivation in North America was calculated to offset Britain’s trade balance with oth-
er “Indias,” whether through direct channels or through Dutch and Portuguese intermedi-
aries.  As historian Jonathan Eacott argues, “India was in many ways essential to the 724
making of the British empire in America”: 
India’s wealth, agricultural products, and manufactured goods inspired 
many of the goals of English expansion in the Americas…as well as 
British industrialization in the eighteenth century. The popularity of Indian 
goods in the colonies…grew during the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies. India’s goods were also vital to the Atlantic slave trade upon which 
much of the Atlantic’s colonial production depended. Many of the en-
slaved that worked colonial fields around the Atlantic were as tied to the 
India trade as the Company’s servants in Bengal, although their experi-
ences were hardly alike. The Company’s trade with India came to be an 
integral part of a system intended to generate financial strength for the 
empire and maintain the loyalty and identity of the Atlantic colonists as 
active participants in British power and expansion. […] India was in the 
grandest policies and close to the skin in the most intimate places. (3-4) 
In this period, “India” was still a floating signifier in the British imperial imagination, 
“the namesake of the mutable place of wealth in early modern England,” and thus applic-
able to many of the places where exotic goods and raw materials were sought (Eacott, 5). 
Pieces of this history remain lodged in the English language long after Europeans real-
ized that the “West Indies” and North America were not, in fact, attached to the Asian 
continent.  
 Eacott, 66. He later clarifies about the two-way: “New England colonists…turned their hands to724 -
ward making their own cotton fabric, continuing the hopes of using America to produce India’s commodi-
ties”; and, on the other hand, interests in London continued to treat “the Atlantic colonies as a market for 
Asian goods to support the Company and generate revenue for the state” (206).
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 By both mythologizing the local provenance of India’s federal aspirations and 
comparing the failure of these aspirations to the history of U.S. racial violence, Rushdie 
joins the two regions in an interlocking story, a sort of inter-constitutional history. 
Rushdie’s voracious intertextuality allows him to trace such connections between east-
west, north-south, and south-south, not through archives of trade or government but 
through the material of culture: the terms and phrases used to organize experience (“loose 
federalism”), or the texts and songs that record it (“strange fruit”). Rather than the proto-
type for federal statehood, the United States appears in this view as a twin or doppel-
gänger to India, dependent on the latter’s resources and mutually imbricated in the global 
history of federalism’s colonial origins and decadent outcomes. Rather than standing out-
side of the United States, Rushdie falls between Faulkner and Ellison as an interpreter of 
American constitutional history who both chronicles federalism’s failures and attempts to 
salvage federal aspirations. Formally and thematically, Midnight’s Children aligns most 
closely with Woolf’s Orlando, experimenting with literary character to trace the mutually 
disavowed constitutional bond between England and India.  At the same time, Rushdie 725
stands with the other writers discussed in this dissertation, from Wilde and Conrad to 
Rhys and McKay, in demonstrating Anglo-American federalism’s illiberal economic ba-
sis in imperial exploitation and racial apartheid. The informal constitutional changes me-
 In a 2008 public event, Rushdie claimed not to have read Orlando prior to writing Midnight’s Chil725 -
dren but reportedly “relished the analogy” (John Mullan, “Guardian Book Club: An Experiment of Play,” 
The Guardian [Friday, 15 Aug. 2008], n.p). The audience member querying Rushdie aptly describes the 
similarity between the two books, “in which expectations of a personal narrative are ‘bent’ to allow it to 
include pieces of history.” 
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diated through these writers’ confrontations with federalism provide access to the official-
ly unwritten machinations of the modern state—and to the channels of variety and resis-
tance that continue to rewrite the political order from its excluded margins. 
	457
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Abravanel, Genevieve. Americanizing Britain: The Rise of Modernism in the Age of the 
Entertainment Empire. New York: Oxford UP, 2012. 
–––––. “Orlando’s Othello.” Voyages Out, Voyages Home: Papers from the Eleventh An-
nual Conference on Virginia Woolf. Ed. Jane de Gay and Marion Dell. Clemson, 
SC: Clemson U Digital P, 2001. 39-42.  
Ackerman, Bruce. We The People, Volume 1: Foundations. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 
1991. 
–––––. We The People, Volume 2: Transformations. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2000. 
–––––. We The People, Volume 3: The Civil Rights Revolution. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
UP, 2014. 
Adams, Henry. The Letters of Henry Adams (1892-1918). Ed. Worthington Chauncey For. 
New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1938. 
Adorno, Theodor W. “On Lyric Poetry and Society.” Notes to Literature, Volume One. 
1958. Ed. Rolf Tiedemann. Trans. Thierry Weber Nicholsen. New York: Columbia 
UP, 1991. 37-54. 
Alcoff, Linda Martín. The Future of Whiteness. Malden, MA: Polity, 2015. 
Ali, Tariq Omar. “The Envelope of Global Trade: The Political Economy and Intellectual 
History of Jute in the Bengal Delta, 1850-1950.” Doctoral Dissertation. Harvard, 
2012. 
Allerfeldt, Kristofer. “Invisible Empire: An ‘Imperial’ History of the KKK,” Imperial & 
Global Forum (7 July 2014): n.p.  <https://imperialglobalexeter.com/2014/07/07/
invisible-empire-an-imperial-history-of-the-kkk/>. 
Amigoni, David. Victorian Biography: Intellectuals and the Ordering of Discourse. 1993. 
New York: Routledge, 2014. 
Amin, Samir. Eurocentrism: Modernity, Religion, and Democracy–A Critique of Euro-
centrism and Culturalism. Trans. Russell Moore and James Membrez. 1989. Sec-
ond Edition. New York: Monthly Review Press, 2010. 
Anand, Mulk Raj. Letters on India. London: George Routledge & Sons, 1942. 
–––––. “The Search for National Identity in India.” The Cultural Self-Comprehension of 
Nations. Ed. Hans Köchler. Tübingen: Horst Erdmann Verlag, 1978. 73-98. 
	458
Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of 
Nationalism. 1983. London: Verso, 1991. 
Anderson, Perry. The Indian Ideology. London: Verso, 2012. 
Anderson, Stuart. Race and Rapprochement: Anglo-Saxonism and Anglo-American Rela-
tions, 1895-1904. Teaneck, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson University, 1981. 
Annan, Noel. Leslie Stephen: The Godless Victorian. New York: Random House, 1984. 
Arata, Stephen. “Decadent Form.” ELH 81.3 (Fall 2014): 1007-1027. 
–––––. Fictions of Loss in the Victorian Fin De Siècle. New York: Cambridge UP, 1996. 
Ardis, Ann. Modernism and Cultural Conflict, 1880-1922. New York: Cambridge UP, 
2002. 
Arendt, Hannah. On Revolution. New York: Viking, 1963. 
Armitage, David. “Greater Britain: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis?” The Amer-
ican Historical Review 104.2 (1999): 427–445. 
——. The Ideological Origins of the British Empire. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2000. 
Arnold, Matthew. “On the Modern Element in Literature.” 1857. Essays. 1869. Second 
Edition. London: Oxford University Press, 1914. 454-472. 
Artuso, Kathryn Stelmach. Transatlantic Renaissances: Literature of Ireland and the 
American South. Newark: U of Delaware P, 2013. 
Ashcom, Jane Neide. “Two Modernisms: The Novels of Jean Rhys,” The Jean Rhys Re-
view 2.2 (1988): 17-27. 
Auden, W. H. “New Year Letter (January 1, 1940).” Collected Longer Poems. 1968. Lon-
don: Faber and Faber, 2012. 77-130. 
–––––. “The Greeks and Us” (The Portable Greek Reader, 1948). Rpt. Forewords and 
Afterwords. Ed. Edward Mendelson. New York: Random House, 1973. 3-32. 
Auerbach, Erich. Mimesis. 1946. Trans. Willard Trask. New York: Doubleday, 2003. 
Baker, Andrew. “Divided Sovereignty: Empire and Nation in the Making of Modern 
Britain.” International Politics 46.6 (Nov. 2009): 691-711. 
Bakshi, S. R. Simon Commission and Indian Nationalism. New Delhi: Munshiram 
Manoharlal, 1977. 
	459
Baldwin, Davarian L. “‘I Will Build a Black Empire’: The Birth of a Nation and the 
Specter of the New Negro.” Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 14.4 
(Oct. 2015): 599-603. 
Balibar, Étienne. We, the People of Europe?: Reflections on Transnational Citizenship. 
2001. Trans. James Swenson. Princeton UP, 2004.  
Barbey d’Aurevilly, Jules. Of Dandyism and of George Brummell. 1847. Trans. Douglas 
Ainslie. London: J. M. Dent, 1897. 
Barker, J. Ellis. “The New British Empire.” Current History: A Monthly Magazine of The 
New York Times 15 (Oct. 1921 - Mar. 1922): 454-460.  
Barrett, Michèle. “Virginia Woolf’s Research for Empire and Commerce in Africa 
(Leonard Woolf, 1920),” Woolf Studies Annual 19 (2013): 83-122. 
Bassett, John, Ed. William Faulkner: The Critical Heritage. 1975. New York: Routledge, 
2001. 
Bateman, David A., Ira Katznelson, and John S. Lapinski. Southern Nation: Congress 
and White Supremacy after Reconstruction. Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2018. 
Beckert, Sven. Empire of Cotton: A Global History. New York: Vintage, 2014. 
Beckson, Karl, Ed. Oscar Wilde: The Critical Heritage. New York: Routledge, 1974. 
Beer, Gillian. Virginia Woolf: The Common Ground. Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1996. 
Behm, Amanda. “The Bisected Roots of Imperial History: Settler World Projects and the 
Making of a Field in Modern Britain, 1883-1912.” Recherches Britanniques 1.1 
(2011): 54-77. 
Belich, James. Replenishing the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Anglo-
World, 1783-1939. New York: Oxford UP, 2009. 
Bell, Clive. Art. New York: Frederick A. Stokes, 1917. 
Bell, Duncan. “Beyond the Sovereign State: Isopolitan Citizenship, Race, and Anglo-
American Union.” Political Studies 62 (2014): 418-434. 
–––––. “Dreaming the Future: Anglo-America as Utopia, 1880-1914. The American Ex-
periment and the Idea of Democracy in British Culture, 1776-1914. Ed. Ella 
Dzelzainis and Ruth Livesey. Ashgate, 2013. 197-210. 
——.  The Idea of Greater Britain: Empire and the Future of World Order, 1860-1900. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2009. 
	460
–––––. “The Project for a New Anglo Century: Race, Space and Global Order.” Anglo-
America and Its Discontents: Civilizational Identities Beyond West and East. Ed. 
Peter Katzenstein. Routledge, 2012. 33-55. 
Bell, Duncan, Ed. Victorian Visions of Global Order: Empire and International Relations 
in Nineteenth-Century Political Thought. New York: Cambridge UP, 2007. 
Benito-Vessels, Michael, and Carmen Zappala, Eds. The Picaresque: A Symposium on the 
Rogue’s Tale. Newark: U of Delaware P, 1994. 
Bentham, Jeremy. A Fragment on Government. 1775. Ed. J. H. Burns and H.L.A. Hart. 
New York: Cambridge UP, 1988.  
Bentley, Michael. Modernizing England’s Past: English Historiography in the Age of 
Modernism, 1870-1970. New York: Cambridge UP, 2006. 
Bercovitch, Sacvan. The Rites of Assent: Transformations in the Symbolic Construction 
of America. New York: Routledge: New York, 1993. 
Berman, Jessica. “Modernist Cosmopolitanism.” A History of the Modernist Novel. Ed. 
Gregory Castle. New York: Oxford UP, 2015. 429-448. 
–––––. Modernist Fiction, Cosmopolitanism, and the Politics of Community. New York: 
Cambridge UP, 2001. 
Berman, Nathaniel. “Modernism, Nationalism, and the Rhetoric of Reconstruction.” Yale 
Journal of Law & the Humanities 4.2 (1992): 351-380. 
–––––. Passion and Ambivalence: Colonialism, Nationalism, and International Law. Lei-
den: Martinus Nijhoff, 2011. 
Bhabha, Homi K. “Introduction: Narrating the Nation.” Nation and Narration. Ed. Homi 
Bhabha. New York: Routledge, 1990. 1-7. 
–––––. The Location of Culture. 1994. New York Routledge, 2004. 
Blackstone, William. Commentaries on the Laws of England, Vol. 3. 1765-1769. Ed. John 
H. Langbein. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1979. 
Blake, Robert. History of Rhodesia. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1978. 
Blight, David W. Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard UP, 2001. 
Blindenbacher, Raoul, and Ronald L. Watts. “Federalism in a Changing World.” Federal-
ism in a Changing World: Learning from Each Other. Ed. Raoul Blindenbacher 
and Arnold Koller. Montreal, QC: McGill-Queen’s UP, 2003. 7-25. 
	461
Blotner, Joseph. Faulkner: A Biography. New York: Random House 1984. 
Bourget, Paul. “Baudelaire.” 1881. Essais de Psychologie Contemporaine. Paris: Alphone 
Lemerre, 1883. 
Bourne, Randolph S. The Letters of Randolph Bourne: A Comprehensive Edition. Ed. 
Eric J. Sandeen. Troy, NY: Whitson Publishing, 1981. 
–––––. “Trans-national America.” The Atlantic Monthly 118 (July 1916): 86-97. 
–––––. “Unfinished Fragment on the State.” Untimely Papers. Ed. James Oppenheimer.  
New York: B. W. Huebsch, 1919. 140-230. 
Bowers, Claude. The Tragic Era: The Revolution after Lincoln. Cambridge, MA; River-
side Press, 1929. 
Brailsford, Henry Noel. Olives of Endless Age: Being a Study of this Distracted World 
and Its Need of Unity. New York: Harper, 1928.  
Brathwaite, Edward Kamau. “World Order Models—A Caribbean Perspective.” Spec. 
issue on Aesthetics and Form, Caribbean Quarterly 31.3, (March 1985): 53-63.  
Brennan, Timothy. Salman Rushdie and the Third World. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
1989. 
Bridge, Carl, and Kent Fedorowich. The British World: Diaspora, Culture and Identity. 
Routledge, 2004. 
Briggs, Cyril V [unattributed]. “Programme of the African Blood Brotherhood.” The 
Communist Review 2.6 (April 1922): 449-454. 
––––– [writing as C. B. Valentine]. “The Negro Convention.” The Toiler [New York] 
4.190 (1 Oct. 1921): 13-14. 
Briggs, Julia. Virginia Woolf: An Inner Life. 2005. Orlando: Harvest, 2006. 
Brooks, Cleanth. William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha County. New Haven, CT: Yale 
UP, 1963. 
Brooks, Peter. “The Rhetoric of Constitutional Narratives: A Response to Elaine Scarry.” 
Yale Journal of Law & the Humanities 2.1 (1990): 129-132. 
Brown, David, and Clive Webb. Race in the American South: From Slavery to Civil 
Rights. Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2007. 
Brown, Julia Prewitt. Cosmopolitan Criticism: Oscar Wilde’s Philosophy of Art. Char-
lottesville: UP of Virginia, 1997. 
	462
Brundage, Anthony, and Richard A. Cosgrove. The Great Tradition: Constitutional His-
tory and National Identity in Britain and the United States, 1870-1960. Stanford, 
CA: Stanford UP, 2007. 
Brunkhorst, Hauke. Critical Theory of Legal Revolutions: Evolutionary Perspectives. 
London: Bloomsbury, 2014. 
Buettner, Elizabeth. Europe After Empire: Decolonization, Society, and Culture. Cam-
bridge UP, 2016. 
Burgess, Michael. The British Tradition of Federalism. London: Leicester UP, 1995. 
–––––. “Lord Rosebery and the Imperial Federation League, 1884-1893.” New Zealand 
Journal of History 13.2 (1979): 165-181. 
Burke, Edmund. “Speech on Reform of Representation in the House of Commons” (May 
7, 1782). Writing and Speeches, Volume Seven. Boston: Little Brown, 1901. 
91-104. 
–––––. Works and Correspondence, Vol. 1. Ed. Earl Fitzwilliam and Sir Richard Bourke. 
London: Francis & John Rivington, 1852. 
Burke, Kenneth. A Grammar of Motives. 1945. Berkeley: U of California P, 1962. 
Burton, Richard. The Sotadic Zone. 1886. New York: Panurge Press, n.d. [1934]. 
Cain, P. J., and A. G. Hopkins. “Gentlemanly Capitalism and British Expansion Overseas, 
I. The Old Colonial System, 1688-1860." Economic History Review 39.4 (Nov. 
1986): 501-525. 
–––––. “Gentlemanly Capitalism and British Expansion Overseas, II. New Imperialism, 
1850-1945." Economic History Review 40.1 (Feb.. 1987): 1-26. 
–––––. British Imperialism: Crisis and Deconstruction, 1914-1990. London: Longman, 
1993. 
Calinescu, Matei. Fives Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, 
Kitsch, Postmodernism. 1977. Second Edition. 1987. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 
1999.  
Callan, Edward. Introduction (1987) to Alan Paton, Cry, the Beloved Country. New York: 
Scribner’s, 2003. 
Camus, Albert. “‘On Faulkner’ (Program Note to Camus’ adaptation of Requiem for a 
Nun),” Albert Camus: Selected Essays and Notebooks. Ed. and Trans. Philip 
Thody. Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1970: 183-184. 
	463
Caplin, Jo Ann. “Treasures of Biloxi: Art Conservation in the Wake of Hurricane 
Katrina.” Chemical Heritage Magazine 25.4 (Winter 2007/2008): n.p.  
Caputi Daileader, Celie R. “Othello’s Sister: Racial Hermaphroditism and Appropriation 
in Virginia Woolf’s Orlando.” Studies in the Novel 45.1 (2013): 56-79. 
Carnegie, Andrew. Triumphant Democracy; or, Fifty Years’ March of the Republic. Lon-
don: Sampson, Low, Marston, Searle, and Irvington, 1886. 
Carroll, Berenice A. “‘To Crush Him in Our Own Country’: The Political Thought of 
Virginia Woolf.” Feminist Studies 4.1 (Feb. 1978): 99-132. 
Cary, John. An Essay on the State of England. Bristoll: W. Bonny, 1695. Web. EEBO. 5 
Nov. 2015. 
Cashin, Joan E. First Lady of the Confederacy: Varina Davis’s Civil War. Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, 2006. 
Castle, Gregory. A History of the Modernist Novel. New York: Oxford UP, 2015. 
–––––. “Misrecognizing Wilde: Media and Performance on the American Tour of 1882.” 
Wilde Discoveries: Traditions, Histories, Archives. Ed. Joseph Bristow. Toronto: 
U of Toronto P, 2013. 85-117. 
–––––. Reading the Modernist Bildungsroman. Gainesville, FL: U of Florida P, 2006. 
Catlin, George. One Anglo-American Nation: The Foundation of AngloSaxony as Basis of 
World Federation; A British Response to Streit. London: Andrew Dakers, 1941. 
Chakkalakal, Tess, and Kenneth W. Warren, Eds. Jim Crow, Literature, and the Legacy of 
Sutton E. Griggs. Atlanta: U of Georgia P, 2013. 
Chaney, Michael A. “Traveling Harlem’s Europe: Vagabondage from Slave Narratives to 
Gwendolyn Bennett’s “Wedding Day” and Claude McKay’s Banjo.” Journal of 
Narrative Theory 32.1 (Winter 2002): 52-76. 
Chatterjee, Partha. Nationalist Thought and the Postcolonial World: A Derivative Dis-
course? 1985. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1993. 
Chávez, John R. Beyond Nations: Evolving Homelands in the North Atlantic World, 
1400-2000. New York: Cambridge UP, 2009. 
Cheah, Pheng. Spectral Nationality: Passages of Freedom from Kant to Postcolonial Lit-
eratures of Liberation. New York: Columbia UP, 2003. 
Chen, Qi. “The Circulation of Oscar Wilde’s Prose and Poems in Japan (1868-1926).” 
Literature Compass 10.3 (2013): 288-299. 
	464
Childs, Peter. “Conclusion: Peripheral Vision into the 1930s.” Modernism and the Post-
Colonial: Literature and Empire, 1885-1930. New York: Continuum, 2007. 
118-129. 
“Clarence Streit, Author of ‘Union Now,’ Explains His Proposal for a Federation of the 
Democracies.” The Harvard Crimson (4 May 1939): n.p. Accessed online 7 June 
2020. 
Clarke, Stuart Nelson, ed.. Orlando: The Original Holograph Draft. London: S. N. 
Clarke, 1993. 
Cohen, Robin. “Labour and imperial diasporas: indentured Indians and the British.” 
Global Diasporas: An Introduction. Second Edition. London: Routledge, 2008. 
61-82. 
Cohen, Scott. “The Empire from the Street: Virginia Woolf, Wembley, and Imperial 
Monuments.” MFS: Modern Fiction Studies 50.1 (Spring 2004): 85-109. 
Collins, Michael. “Decolonisation and the 'Federal Moment’.” Diplomacy and Statecraft 
24 (2013): 21-40. Web. T and F Online. 10 Sept. 2015. 
Colls, Robert, and Philip Dodd. “Introduction.” Englishness: Politics and Culture, 
1880-1920. Ed. Robert Calls and Philip Dodd. 1986. Second edition. London: 
Bloomsbury, 2014. 
Connolly, Cyril. “About This Number.” Art on the American Horizon. Ed. Cyril Connol-
ly. Special Double Issue of Horizon 16.93-94 (Oct. 1947): 147. 
Cooper, Carolyn. “‘West Indies Plight’: Louise Bennett and the Cultural Politics of Fed-
eration.” Federation and Caribbean Integration. Spec. issue of Social and Eco-
nomic Studies 48.4 (Dec. 1999): 211-228. 
Cooper, Frederick. Citizenship Between Empire and Nation: Remaking France and 
French Africa, 1945-1960. Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2014. 
Cooper, John. Oscar Wilde in America: A Selected Resource of Oscar Wilde’s Visits to 
America. John Cooper. <www.oscarwildeinamerica.org> 
Cooper, Wayne F. Claude McKay: Rebel Sojourner in the Harlem Renaissance: A Biog-
raphy. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1987. 
Corrigan, John, and John Padgett. "Faulkner's 'The Bear.'" Digital Yoknapatawpha. Uni-
versity of Virginia, 2015. 
Cover, Robert M. “Nomos and Narrative.” 1983. Narrative Violence, and the Law: The 
Essays of Robert Cover. Ed. Martha Minow, Michael Ryan, and Austin Sarat. Ann 
Arbor, MI: U of Michigan P, 1992.  
	465
Clarance, William. “Woolf and Bandaranaike: The Ironies of Federalism in Sri Lanka.” 
Political Quarterly 72.4 (2001): 480–486. 
Clukey, Amy. “Dreaming of Palestine: James Joyce’s Ulysses and Plantation 
Modernism,” Modernism/modernity 26.1 (Jan. 2019): 149-165. 
–––––. “Plantation Modernity: Gone With the Wind and Irish-South Culture,” American 
Literature 85.3 (Sept. 2013): 505-530. 
Clukey, Amy, and Jeremy Wells. “Introduction: Plantation Modernity.” The Global South 
10.2 (Fall 2016): 1-10. 
Conrad, Joseph. Almayer’s Folly: A Story of an Eastern River. New York: Modern Li-
brary, 2002. 
–––––. “Heart of Darkness.” 1899. Rpt. in Youth: A Narrative, and Two Other Stories. 
London: William Blackwood and Sons, 1903. 
Cosgrove, Richard A. The Rule of law: Albert Venn Dicey, Victorian Jurist. Chapel Hill: 
U of North Caroline P, 1980. 
Cribb, T. J. “Cambridge English and Commonwealth Literature.” Imagined Common-
wealths: Cambridge Essays on Commonwealth and International Literature in 
English. Ed. T. J. Cribb. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999. 3-22. 
Crowell, Ellen. The Dandy in Irish and American Southern Fiction: Aristocratic Drag. 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2007. 
Cruz, Anne J. Discourses of Poverty: Social Reform and the Picaresque Novel in Early 
Modern Spain. Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1999. 
Cuddy-Keane, Melba, Adam Hammond, and Alexandra Peat. “Empire, Imperialism,” 
“International, Internationalism.” Modernism: Keywords. Malden: Wiley Black-
well, 2014. 77-84, 129-135. 
[Curtis, Lionel, et al.] “Introductory: The Round Table.” The Round Table 1.1 (November 
1910): 1-7. 
Darwin, John. “A Third British Empire? The Dominion Idea in Imperial Politics.” The 
Oxford History of the British Empire, Vol. 4: The Twentieth Century. Ed. Judith 
Brown and Wm. Roger Louis. New York: Oxford UP, 1999. 64-88. 
Daugherty, Beth Rigel. “Reading, Taking Notes, and Writing: Virginia Stephen’s Review-
ing Practice.” Virginia Woolf and the Literary Marketplace. Ed. Jeanne Dubi-
no.New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 27-42. 
	466
Davis, Thadious M. Faulkner’s ‘Negro’: Art and the Southern Context. Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State UP, 1983. 
Davis, Tray C. “‘I long for My Home in Kentuck’: Christy’s Minstrels in Mid-19th-Cen-
tury Britain.” Routes of Blackface, spec. issue of TDR: The Drama Review 57.2 
(Summer 2013): 38-65. 
Debord, Guy. The Society of the Spectacle. 1967. Trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith. New 
York: Zone Books, 1995. 
Defoe, Daniel. Moll Flanders. 1722. Ed. Albert J. Rivero. New York: Norton, 2004. 
de Gay, Jane. “James Stephen’s Anti-Slavery Politics: A Woolfian Inheritance.” Virginia 
Woolf and the Common(wealth) Reader. Ed. Helen Wussow and Mary Ann 
Gillies. Clemson, SC: Clemson UP, 2014. 27-32. 
DeKoven, Marianne. “History as Suppressed Referent in Modernist Fiction.” ELH 51.1 
(Spring 1984): 137-152. 
Dent, Jonathan. Sinister Histories: Gothic Novels and Representations of the Past, from 
Horace Walpole to Mary Wollstonecraft (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2016). 
Deudney, Daniel. “Greater Britain or Greater Synthesis? Seeley, Mackinder, and Wells on 
Britain in the Global Industrial Era.” Review of International Studies 27 (2001): 
187-208. 
Desani, G. V. All About H. Hatterr. 1948. New York: New York Review of Books, 2007. 
Dicey, A. V. “Americomania in English Politics.” The Nation 42.1073 (21 Jan. 1886): 52-
53. 
–––––. A Leap in the Dark; or, Our New Constitution. 1893. Second Edition. London: 
John Murray, 1911. 
–––––. Introduction to the Study of the Law of the Constitution. Sixth Edition. London: 
Macmillan, 1902. 
–––––. Introduction to the Study of the Law. Eighth Edition (1914/1915). London: 
Macmillan, 1927. 
–––––. “General Characteristics of Existing English Constitutionalism” (5 May 1897). 
General Characteristics of English Constitutionalism: Six Unpublished Lectures. 
Ed. Peter Raina. Oxford: Peter Lang, 2009. 59-77. 
–––––. A.V. The Statesmanship of Wordsworth: An Essay. Oxford: Clarendon, 1917. 
Dillon, Elizabeth Maddock. New World Drama: The Performative Commons in the At-
lantic World, 1649-1849. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2014. 
	467
Douglass, Frederick. “The Color Line.” The North American Review 132.295 (June 
1881): 567-577. 
Doyle, Laura. Freedom’s Empire: Race and the Rise of the Novel in Atlantic Modernity, 
1640-1940. Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2008. 
——. “Transnational History at Our Backs: A Long View of Larsen, Woolf, and Queer 
Racial Subjectivity in Atlantic Modernism.” Modernism/modernity 13.3 (Sep-
tember 2006): 531-559. Web. Project Muse. 4 Oct. 2013. 
Drinkwater, John. Abraham Lincoln: A Play. Intro. Arnold Bennett. Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1919. 
–––––. Lincoln: The World Emancipator. New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1920. 
–––––. The World's Lincoln. New York: Bowling Green Press, 1928. 
Du Bois, W.E.B. Black Reconstruction in America: An essay Toward a History of the Part 
Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America, 
1860-1880.1935. Ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. New York: Oxford UP, 2007. 
–––––. “Jefferson Davis as Representative of Civilization.” 25 June 1890. Harvard 
Commencement Speech. Against Racism: Unpublished Essays, Papers, Address-
es, 1887-1961. Ed. by Herbert Aptheker. Amherst: The University of Mass-
achusetts Press, 1985. 13-16. 
–––––. “The Present Outlook for the Dark Races of Mankind.” 1900. The Problem of the 
Color Line at the Turn of the Twentieth Century: The Essential Early Essays. Ed. 
Nahum Dimtri Chandler. New York: Fordham UP, 2015. 111-137. 
–––––. The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Sketches. Chicago: A.C. McClurg, 1903. 
–––––. “The Talented Tenth.” The Negro Problem: A Series of Articles by Representative 
American Negroes of To-Day. New York: James Pott & Co., 1903. 31-76 
Duck, Leigh Anne. The Nation’s Region: Southern Modernism, Segregation, and U.S. 
Nationalism. Athens, GA: U of Georgia P, 2006. 
Eliot, T. S. Selected Poems. New York: Mariner, 1967. 
–––––. “The Metaphysical Poets.” 1921. Selected Essays. New York: Harcourt Brace, 
1964. 241-250. 
–––––. Notes Towards the Definition of Culture. 1948. New York: Harcourt Brace, 1949. 
	468
–––––. Thoughts After Lambeth. Criterion Miscellany, Vol. 30. London: Faber & Faber, 
1931. Rpt. in Selected Essays: 1917-1932. New York: Harcourt Brace, 1932. 310-
332. 
Elkins, Amy E. “Old Pages and New Readings in Virginia Woolf’s Orlando.” Tulsa Stud-
ies in Women’s Literature 29.1 (Spring 2010): 131-136. 
Ellis, Havelock. Affirmations. 1898. Second Edition, with a New Preface. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1915. 
–––––. “A Note on Paul Bourget” (Pioneer, October 1889). Rpt. Views and Reviews: A 
Selection of Uncollected Articles, 1884-1932. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1932. 
48-60. 
Ellison, Ralph. The Collected Essays. Ed. John F. Callahan. New York: Modern Library, 
2003. 
–––––. Invisible Man. 1952. New York: Vintage, 1995. 
——. “The Invisible Man.” Art on the American Horizon. Ed. Cyril Connolly. Special 
Double Issue of Horizon 16.93-94 (Oct. 1947): 104-117. 
Ellmann, Richard. Oscar Wilde. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1988. 
Eskridge, William N., Jr. “Channeling: Identity-Based Social Movements and Constitu-
tional Law.” University of Pennsylvania Law Review 150 (2001): 419-525. 
Esty, Jed. “Global Lukács.” Novel: A Forum on Fiction 42.3 (Sept. 2009): 366–72. 
–––––. Unseasonable Youth: Modernism, Colonialism, and the Fiction of Development. 
Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2011. 
Evangelista, Stefano, Ed. The Reception of Oscar Wilde in Europe. London: Bloomsbury, 
2010. 
Ewing, Adam. The Age of Garvey: How a Jamaican Activist Created a Mass Movement 
and Changed Global Black Politics. Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2014. 
Faulkner, William. Absalom, Absalom! 1936. New York: Vintage, 1990. 
——. Essays, Speeches, and Public Letters. Ed. James B. Meriwether. New York: Ran-
dom House, 1965. 
–––––. Faulkner in the University, ed. Frederick L. Gwynn and Joseph L. Blotner. New 
York: Vintage, 1965. 
––––. Go Down, Moses. 1942. New York: Random House, 1990. 
––––. Requiem for a Nun. 1951. New York: Vintage, 2012. 
	469
––––. Selected Letters of William Faulkner. Ed. Joseph Blotner. New York: Random 
House, 1977. 
——. The Sound and The Fury. 1929. Norton Critical, Second Edition. Ed. David Minter. 
New York: Norton, 1994. 
——. “That Evening Sun” (1931), “A Justice” (1931), “Wash” (1934). Collected Stories. 
New York: Vintage, 1950. 
–––––. “A Word to Virginians.” 20 Feb. 1958, Peabody Hall Auditorium (Raven Jefferson 
and ODK Societies, tape 1). Faulkner At Virginia: An Audio Archive. Ed. Stephen 
Railton. Charlottesville University of Virginia Libraries, 2010. 
Ferrall, Charles, and Dougal McNeill. Writing the 1926 General Strike: Literature, Cul-
ture, Politics. New York: Cambridge UP, 2015. 
Fletcher, Ian Christopher. ”The Soul of Man Under Imperialism: Oscar Wilde, Race, and 
Empire.” Journal of Victorian Culture 5.2 (2000): 334-341. 
Fluck, Winfried, Donald E. Pease, and John Carlos Rowe, Eds. Re-framing the Transna-
tional Turn in American Studies. Lebanon, NH: UP of New England, 2011. 
Foner, Eric. Freedom’s Lawmakers: A Directory of Black Officeholders During Recon-
struction. 1993. Rev. Ed. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1996. 
–––––. Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877. 1988. New York: 
Harper Perennial, 2014. 
——. “Why Reconstruction Matters.” The New York Times (28 Mar. 2015). 
Foray, Jennifer. “A Unified Empire of Equal Parts: The Dutch Commonwealth Schemes 
of the 1920s-40s.” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 41 (2013): 
259-284. 
Ford, Patrick. The Criminal History of the British Empire. New York: The Irish World, 
1915.  
Forster, E. M. A Passage to India. 1924. New York: Harcourt, 1952. 
Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. 1975. Trans. Alan 
Sheridan. 1977. New York: Vintage, 1995. 
——. “Of Other Spaces, Heterotopias.” 1967. Trans. Jay Miskowiec. Diacritics 16.1 
(Spring 1986): 22-27. 
Frank, Joseph. “Spatial Form in Modern Literature: An Essay in Two Parts.” The Sewa-
nee Review 53.2/4 (Spring/Autumn 1945): 221-240, 643-653. 
	470
Friedman, Susan Stanford. Planetary Modernisms: Provocations on Modernity Across 
Time. New York: Columbia UP, 2015. 
Friedman, David M. Wilde in America: Oscar Wilde and the Invention of Modern 
Celebrity. New York: Norton, 2014. 
Freud, Sigmund. “Further remarks on the neuro-psychoses of defence.” 1896. Early Psy-
cho-analytic Publications. Trans. James Strachey. London: Hogarth Press, 1962. 
157-185. 
–––––. ”The Paths to the Formation of Symptoms.” 1917. Introductory Lectures on Psy-
choanalysis. Trans. James Strachey. New York: Norton, 1966. 445-468. 
Gagnier, Reginia. “The Global Circulation of Literatures of Decadence.” Literature Com-
pass 10.1 (January 2013): 70-81. 
–––––. Idylls of the Marketplace: Oscar Wilde and the Victorian Public. Stanford, CA; 
Stanford UP, 1986. 
–––––. Individualism, Decadence and Globalization: On the Relationship of Part to 
Whole, 1859-1920. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. 
Gallagher, John, and Ronald Robinson. “The Imperialism of Free Trade.” Economic His-
tory Review 6.1 (1953): 1-15. 
Gardiner, Michael. The Constitution of English Literature: The State, the Nation and the 
Canon. London: Bloomsbury, 2013. 
Garvey, Marcus. “African Fundamentalism.” 1924. Rpt. African Fundamentalism: A Lit-
erary and Cultural Anthology of Garvey’s Harlem Renaissance. Ed. Tony Martin. 
Dover, MA: The Majority Press, 1991. 
Gandhi, Leela. Affective Communities: Anticolonial Thought, Fin-de-Siècle Radicalism, 
and the Politics of Friendship. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2006. 
Gasiorek, Andrez. “(The Knocking) Has Never Stopped: Jean Rhys’s (Post)colonial 
Modernism.” Modernism, Postcolonialism, and Globalism: Anglophone Litera-
ture, 1950 to the Present. Ed. Richard Begam and Michael Valdez Moses. New 
York: Cambridge UP, 2018. 
Gayle, Addison. “The Harlem Renaissance: Towards a Black Aesthetic.” The Addison 
Gayle, Jr. Reader. Ed. Nathaniel Norment, Jr. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 2009. 
Gerlach, Murney. British Liberalism and the United States: Political and Social Thought 
in the Late Victorian Age. New York: Palgrave 2001. 
Getachew, Adom. Worldmaking After Empire: The Rise and Fall of Self-Determination. 
	471
Princeton UP, 2019. 
Giddens, Anthony. The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration.. 
Cambridge: Polity, 1984. 
Giles, Paul. “Transnationalism and Classic American Literature.” PMLA 118.1 (January 
2003): 62-77. 
Gilroy, Paul. The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. New York: Ver-
so, 1993. 
Griggs, Sutton E. Imperium in Imperio: A Study of The Negro Race Problem: A Novel. 
New York: Arno Press, 1969. 
Gladstone, W[illiam] E[wart]. “Address to the Electors of Midlothian” (12 June 1886). 
Speeches on the Irish Question in 1886. Revised Edition. Edinburgh: Andrew 
Eliot, 1886. 179-183. 
Gleason, Philip. “The Melting Pot: Symbol of Fusion or Confusion?” American Quarter-
ly 16.1 (Spring 1964): 20-46. 
Gleeson, David T. The Irish in the South, 1815-1877. Chapel Hill, NC: U of North Car-
olina P, 2001. 
Glendinning, Victoria. Leonard Woolf: A Biography. New York: Free Press, 2006. 
Go, Julian. “Modeling The State: Postcolonial Constitutions in Asia and Africa,” South-
east Asian Studies 39.4 (March 2002): 558-583. 
–––––. “A Globalizing Constitutionalism? Views from the Postcolony, 1945-2000,” In-
ternational Sociology 18.1 (March 2003): 71-95. 
Godden, Richard. Fictions of Labor: William Faulkner and the South’s Long Revolution. 
New York: Cambridge UP, 1997. 
–––––. William Faulkner: An Economy of Complex Words. Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 
2007. 
Goldberg, David Theo. The Racial State. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2002. 
Goldman, Jane. The Feminist Aesthetics of Virginia Woolf: Modernism, Post-Impression-
ism, and the Politics of the Visual. New York: Cambridge UP, 1998. 
–––––. “Had there been an axe handy’: transatlantic modernism, Virginia Woolf and Jean 
Toomer,” European Journal of American Culture 28.2 (2009): 109-123. 
Goldoni, Marco, and Michael A. Wilkinson, “The Material Constitution.” Modern Law 
Review 81.4 (July 2018): 567-597. 
	472
Goodlad, Lauren M. E. The Victorian Geopolitical Aesthetic: Realism, Sovereignty, and 
Transnational Experience. New York: Oxford UP, 2015. 
Gopinath, Gayatri. Impossible Desires: Queer Diasporas and South Asian Publics. 
Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2005. 
Greene, Jack P., Ed. Exclusionary Empire: English Liberty Overseas, 1600-1900. Cam-
bridge, England: Cambridge UP, 2009 
Greenslade, William M. Degeneration, Culture and the Novel: 1880-1940. New York: 
Cambridge UP, 1994. 
Greeson, Jennifer Rae. Our South: Geographic Fantasy and the Rise of National Litera-
ture. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2010. 
Gregg, Veronica Marie. Jean Rhys’s Historical Imagination: Reading and Writing the 
Creole. Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1995. 
Griffith, Glyne. “Caribbean Voices and the Communicative Failure of the West Indies 
Federation.” Small Axe 24.1 (March 2020): 87-85. 
Grimm, Dieter. Constitutionalism: Past, Present and Future. New York: Oxford UP, 
2016. 
Gronthier, Ursula Haskins. Montesquieu and England: Enlightened Exchanges, 
1689-1755. 2010. New York: Routledge, 2016. 
Guha, Ranajit. “On Some Aspects of the Historiography of Colonial India” (1982). Se-
lected Subaltern Studies. Ed. Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. New 
York: Oxford UP, 1988. 37-44. 
––––––. Dominance Without Hegemony: History and Power in Colonial India. Cam-
bridge: Harvard UP, 1997. 
Haldane, R. B. “Federal Constitutions Within the Empire” (An address delivered before 
the Society of Comparative Legislation, Royal Colonial Institute, Friday, May 4, 
1900). Rpt. The Anglo-Saxon Review 5 (June 1900): 162-175. 
Haley, Bruce. “Wilde’s ‘Decadence’ and the Positivist Tradition.” Victorian Studies 28.2 
(Winter 1985): 215-229.  
Hall, Stuart. “Thinking the Diaspora: Home-Thoughts from Abroad.” Small Axe 6 (Sep-
tember 1999): 1-18. 
–––––. “Cultural Identity and Diaspora.” 1989. Identity: Community, Culture, Difference. 
Ed. Jonathan Rutherford. 1990. London: Lawrence and Wishart, 2003. 
	473
Hampson, Robert G. Cross-Cultural Encounters in Joseph Conrad’s Malay Fiction: Writ-
ing Malaysia. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000. 
Hansen, Jim. Terror and Irish Modernism: The Gothic Tradition from Burke to Beckett. 
Albany: SUNY Press, 2009. 
“Harry Truman’s favorite poem.” Harry S. Truman Library & Museum Official Website. 
National Archives and Records Administration, n.d. Trumanlibrary.org.  
Hart, Matthew, and Jim Hansen. “Introduction: Contemporary Literature and the State.” 
Contemporary Literature 49.4 (2008): 491–513. 
Haslam, Richard. “The Hermeneutic Hazards of Hibernicizing Oscar Wilde’s The Picture 
of Dorian Gray,” English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920 57.1 (2014): 37-58. 
–––––. “Revisiting the ‘Irish Dimension’ in Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray,” 
Victorian Literature and Culture 42.2 (June 2014): 267-279. 
Hegel, G. W. F. Outlines of the Philosophy of Right. Trans. T. M. Knox, rev. Stephen 
Houlgate. New York: Oxford UP, 2008. 
Hendrickson, David C. Peace Pact: The Lost World of the American Founding. 
Lawrence: UP of Kansas, 2003. 
Hensley, Nathan K. “Allegories of the Contemporary.” NOVEL: A Forum on Fiction 45.2 
(Summer 2012): 276-300. 
–––––. Forms of Empire: The Poetics of Victorian Sovereignty. New York: Oxford UP, 
2016. 
Hickman, Valerie Reed. “Clarissa and the Coolies’ Wives: Mrs. Dalloway Figuring 
Transnational Feminism.” MFS: Modern Fiction Studies 60.1 (Spring 2014): 
52-77. 
Hobbes, Thomas. Leviathan, or The Matter, Forme, & Power of a Common-Wealth Ec-
clesiasticall and Civill. 1651. Ed. Richard Tuck. New York: Cambridge UP, 1996. 
Hobson, John A. Imperialism: A Study. London: James Nisbet, 1902. 
Hodson, H. D. “Ottawa and the New British Empire.” Spectator (9 Sep. 1932): 6. 
Hoffman, Charles G. “Fact and Fantasy in Orlando: Virginia Woolf’s Manuscript Revi-
sions.” Texas Studies in Literature and Language 10 (1968): 435-444.  
Holliday, Laurel, Ed. Children in the Holocaust and World War II: Their Secret Diaries. 
New York: Simon and Schuster, 1995. 
Holyrod, Michael. Lytton Strachey: The New Biography. New York: Norton, 1995. 
	474
Horsman, Reginald. Race and Manifest Destiny: Origins of American Racial Anglo-Sax-
onism. 1981. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1986. 
Hovey, Jaime. “‘Kissing a Negress in the Dark’: Englishness as a Masquerade in Woolf’s 
Orlando.” PMLA 112.3 (May 1997): 393-404. 
Howard, Jacqueline. Reading Gothic Fiction: A Bakhtinian Approach. New York: Oxford 
UP, 1994. 
Hyamson, Albert Montefiore, Ed. A Dictionary of English Phrases. London: Routledge, 
1922. 
Immerwahr, Daniel. How to Hide an Empire: A History of the Greater United States. 
New York: Farrar, Strous, and Giroux, 2019. 
Jacobson, Matthew Frye. Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the 
Alchemy of Race. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1998. 
James, William. A Pluralistic Universe. Hibbert Lectures at Manchester College (1909). 
London, Bombay, and Calcutta: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1920. 
Jameson, Frederic. An American Utopia: Dual Power and the Universal Army. London: 
Verso, 2016. 
–––––. “Antinomies of the Realism-Modernism Debate.” Spec. Issue on “Peripheral Re-
alisms.” Ed. Jed Esty and Colleen Lye. Modern Language Quarterly 73.3 (Sep-
tember 2012): 475-485. 
–––––. Fables of Aggression: Wyndham Lewis, the Modernist as Fascist. Berkeley: U of 
California P, 1979. 
–––––. The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Action. 1981. New 
York: Routledge, 2002. 
Jefferson, Thomas. “To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, May 13, 1797.” The Letters of 
Thomas Jefferson, 1743-1826. Ed. by George M. Welling, et al. Web. American 
History: From Revolution to Reconstruction and Beyond. University of Gronin-
gen. 13 Jan. 2014. 
Jolas, Euguene, Kay Boyle, et al., “Revolution of the Word.” transition 16-17 (June 
1929): n.p. 
Jones, Clara. Virginia Woolf: Ambivalent Activist. Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2016. 
Jowell, Jeffrey, and Dawn Oliver, Eds. The Changing Constitution. Seventh Edition. New 
York: Oxford UP, 2011.  
	475
Joyce, James. “Colonial Verses.” [Rev. of Clive Phillips-Wolley, Songs of an English 
Esau]. 6 Feb. 1903 (Dublin Daily Express). Rpt. The Critical Writings of James 
Joyce. Ed. Ellsworth Mason and Richard Ellmann. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1989. 
97. 
–––––. Finnegans Wake. 1939. New York: Viking, 1966. 
Kabir, Humayun. “Tagore Was No Obscurantist.” Calcutta Municipal Gazette, Tagore 
birth Centenary Number (1961). 122-125. 
Kallen, Horace M. “Democracy versus the Melting-Pot: A Study of American Nationality, 
Parts One and Two.” The Nation 100.2590 (18-25 Feb. 1915): 190-194, 217-220. 
Kalliney, Peter. Commonwealth of Letters: British Literary Culture and the Emergence of 
Postcolonial Aesthetics. New York: Oxford UP, 2013.  
Kant, Immanuel. Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Essay. Trans. Mary Campbell Smith. 
London: Allen and Unwin, 1903. 
–––––. Zum ewigen Frieden, ein philosophischer Entwurf. Frankfurt und Leipzig, 1796. 
Karschay, Stephan. Degeneration, Normativity, and the Gothic at the Fin de Siècle. New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015.  
Katzenstein, Peter J., Ed. Anglo-America and its Discontents: Civilizational Identities 
Beyond East and West. New York: Routledge, 2012 
Kavalski, Emilian. “‘All o’ We Is One’: Imaginary Federation or the Federation of the 
Imagination of the West Indies.” Journal of West Indian Literature 13.1/2 (Apr. 
2005): 28–56. 
Kelley, Robin D. G. “The Mystery of the Zoot: Malcolm Little and Black Cultural Poli-
tics During World War II.” Malcolm X: In Our Own Image. Ed. Joe Wood. New 
York; St. Martin’s, 1992. 155-167. 
Kendle, John. Federal Britain: A History. New York: Routledge, 1997. 
Kenner, Hugh. The Pound Era. 1971. Berkeley: U of California P, 1973. 
——. “The Making of the Modernism Canon.” Chicago Review 34.2 (Spring 1984): 
49-61. 
Kent, Eddy, and Terri Tomsky, Eds. Negative Cosmopolitanism: Cultures and Politics of 
World Citizenship after Globalization. McGill-Queen’s UP, 2017. 
Kidd, Colin. British Identities Before Nationalism: Ethnicity and Nationhood in the At-
lantic World, 1600-1800. New York: Cambridge UP, 1999.  
	476
Kiernan, V. G. America: The New Imperialism–From White Settlement to World Hege-
mony. 1978. London: Verso, 2005. 
King, Julia, and Laila Miletic-Vejzovic, eds. The Library of Leonard and Virginia Woolf: 
A Short-Title Catalog. Pullman, WA: Washington State UP, 2003. 
Kipling, Rudyard. The Five Nations. London: Methuen, 1903. 
Kodat, Catherine Gunther. “Making Camp: Go Down, Moses,”  American Literary Histo-
ry 19.4 (Winter 2007): 997–1029 
–––––. “Unsteady State: Faulkner and the Cold War.” William Faulkner in Context. Ed. 
John T. Matthews. New York: Cambridge UP, 2015. 156-168. 
Koditschek, Theodore. Liberalism, Imperialism, and the Historical Imagination: Nine-
teenth-Century Visions of a Greater Britain. New York: Cambridge UP, 2011. 
Köhler, Gernot. Global Apartheid. World Order Models Project, Working Paper 7. New 
York: Institute for World Order, 1978.  
–––––. “Global Apartheid.” Alternatives: Global, Local, Political 4.2 (Oct. 1978): 
263-275 
–––––. “Three Meanings of Global Apartheid: Empirical, Normative, Existential.” Alter-
natives: Global, Local, Political 20.3 (July-Sept. 1995): 403-413. 
Kornbluh, Anna. The Order of Forms: Realism, Formalism, and Social Space. Chicago: 
U of Chicago P, 2019. 
Kramer, Paul A. “Empires, Exceptions, and Anglo-Saxons: Race and Rule between the 
British and United States Empires, 1880-1910.” The Journal of American History 
88.4 (March 2002): 1315-1353. 
Kramer, Paul A. and John Plotz. “Introduction.” Pairing Empires: Britain and the United 
States, 1857-1947. Spec. Issue of Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History 
2.1 (2001): n.p. 
Kraus, Joe. “Through Loins and Coins: Derek Walcott's Weaving of the West Indian Fed-
eration.” Callaloo 28.1 (Winter 2005): 60-74. 
Krishnan, Sanjay. Reading the Global: Troubling Perspectives on Britain’s Empire in 
Asia. New York: Columbia UP, 2007. 
Kumar, Krishnan. “Greece and Rome in the British Empire: Contrasting Role Models.” 
Journal of British Studies 51.1 (2012): 76-101. 
Kunow, Rüdiger. “Architect of the Cosmopolitan Dream: Salman Rushdie.” Amerikastu-
dien / American Studies 51.3 (2006): 369-385. 
	477
Ladd, Barbara. “‘The Direction of the Howling’: Nationalism and the Color Line in Ab-
salom, Absalom!” American Literature 66.3 (Sept. 1994): 525-551.  
Laski, Harold. “The Pluralistic State.” 1919/1921. The Pluralist Theory of the State: Se-
lected Writings of G. D. H. Cole, J. N. Figgis, and H. J. Laski. Ed. Paul Q. Hirst. 
London: Routledge, 1989. 
Latour, Bruno. We Have Never Been Modern. 1991. Trans. Katherine Porter. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard UP, 1993. 
Lavin, Deborah. From Empire to International Commonwealth: A Biography of Lionel 
Curtis. New York: Oxford UP, 1995. 
Lavine, Thelma Z. “Pragmatism and the Constitution in the Culture of Modernism,” 
Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society 20.1 (Spring 1984): 1-19. 
Lawler, Donald L. “Keys to the Upstairs Room: A Centennial Essay on Allegorical Per-
formance in Dorian Gray.” The Picture of Dorian Gray. Ed. Donald L. Lawler. 
New York; Norton, 1988. 431-457. 
Lee, Hermione. Virginia Woolf. 1996. New York: Vintage, 1999. 
Lenin, V. I. Collected Works. 45 vols. Fourth English Edition. Moscow: Progress Publish-
ers, 1965. 144-151. 
Leong, Nancy. “Racial Capitalism.” Harvard Law Review 126.8 (June 2013): 2153-2226. 
Levander, Caroline. “Sutton Griggs and the Borderlands of Empire,” American Literary 
History 22.1 (Spring 2010): 57-84. 
Levine, Caroline. Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
UP, 2015. 
Lewis, Simon Keith. “Reading Olive Schreiner Reading W.E.B. Du Bois,” Research in 
African Literatures 45.2 (Summer 2014): 150-167. 
Lewis, Wyndham. The Art of Being Ruled. 1926. Ed. Reed W. Dasenbrock. Santa Rosa, 
CA: Black Sparrow, 1989. 
Lipkin, Robert Justin. Constitutional Revolutions: Pragmatism and the Role of Judicial 
Review in American Constitutionalism. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2000. 
Lloyd, David, and Paul Thomas. Culture and the State. 1998. New York: Routledge, 
2013. 
Logan, Rayford. The Negro in American Life and Thought: The Nadir, 1877–1901. New 
York: The Dial Press, 1954. 
	478
Lorang, Elizabeth. “The Picture of Dorian Gray in Context: Intertextuality and Lippin-
cott’s Monthly Magazine.” Victorian Periodicals Review 43.1 (Spring 2010): 
19-41. 
Loughlin, Martin. The British Constitution: A Very Short Introduction. New York: Oxford 
UP, 2013. 
–––––. “The Constitutional Imagination. The Modern Law Review 78.1 (Jan. 2015): 1-25. 
–––––. “Constituent Power.” The Idea of Public Law. New York: Oxford UP, 2003. 
99-113. 
–––––. “On Constituent Power.” Constitutionalism Beyond Liberalism: . Ed. Michael W. 
Dowdle and Michael A. Wilkinson. New York: Cambridge UP, 2017. 151-175. 
Lowe, Lisa. Intimacies of Four Continents. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2015. 
Löwy, Michael. The Politics of Uneven and Combined Development: The Theory of Per-
manent Revolution. London: Verso, 1981. 
Lugard, Frederick S. The Dual Mandate in British Tropical Africa. 1922. Abingdon, UK: 
Frank Cass, 1965. 
–––––. Federal Union and the Colonies. Federal Tracts series. London: Macmillan, 1941. 
Lukács, György. “The Ideology of Modernism.” 1962. The Novel: An Anthology of Criti-
cism and Theory 1900-2000. Ed. Dorothy J. Hale. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006. 
394-412. 
McGee, Patrick. “The Politics of Modernist Form; or, Who Rules The Waves?,” in MFS: 
Modern Fiction Studies 38.3 (Fall 1992): 631-65. 
McIntyre, W. David. The Britannic Vision: Historians and the Making of the British 
Commonwealth of Nations, 1907-1948. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009. 
McKee, Patricia. Producing American Races: Henry James, William Faulkner, Toni Mor-
rison. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 1999. 
McPherson, James M. “Southern Comfort.” The New York Review of Books (21 Apr. 
2001): n.p. 
Maitland, Frederic William, Ed. Life and Letters of Leslie Stephen. London: Duckworth, 
1906. 
Magubane, Bernard. The Making of a Racist State: British Imperialism and the Union of 
South Africa, 1875-1910. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 1996. 
	479
Mahaffy, J. P. Greek Life and Thought: From the Age of Alexander to the Roman Con-
quest. London: Macmillan, 1887. 
Mahmood, Saba. “Azazeel and the Politics of Historical Fiction in Egypt.” Reading Secu-
larism: Religion, Literature, Aesthetics. Spec. issue of Comparative Literature 
65.3 (Summer 2013): 265-284. 
Majone, Giandomenico. “Federation, Confederation, and Mixed Government: A EU-US 
Comparison.” Comparative Federalism: The European Union and the United 
States in Comparative Perspective. Ed. Anand Menon and Martin A. Schain. New 
York: Oxford UP, 2006. 121-148. 
Maiorino, Giancarlo. The Picaresque: Tradition and Displacement. Minneapolis: U of 
Minnesota P, 1996. 
Majumdar, Robin, and Allen McLaurin, Eds. Virginia Woolf: The Critical Heritage. Lon-
don and Boston: Routledge and Paul Kegan, 1975. 
Manning, Susan. Fragments of Union: Making Connections in Scottish and American 
Writing. New York: Palgrave, 2002. 
Mao, Douglas, and Rebecca Walkowitz.“The New Modernist Studies.” PMLA 123.3 (Fall 
2008): 737-748. 
Marcus, Jane. “Britannia Rules The Waves.” Decolonizing Tradition: New Views of Twen-
tieth-Century “British” Literary Canons. Ed. Karen R. Lawrence. Urbana: U of 
Illinois P, 1992. 136-164. Rpt. in Jane Marcus. Hearts of Darkness: White Women 
Write Race. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 2004. 59-86. 
Marez, Curtis. “The Other Addict: Reflections on Colonialism and Oscar Wilde’s Opium 
Smoke Screen.” ELH 64.1 (1997): 257-287. 
Markey, Anne. “Wilde the Irishman Reconsidered: ‘The Muses care so little for geogra-
phy!” English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920 57.4 (2014): 443-462. 
Martineau, Alfred, ed. Archives de L’Inde Française: Résumé des actes de l’état civil de 
Pondichéry, de 1676 a 1735, Vol. 1. Pondichéry: Société de l’Histoire de l’Inde 
Française, 1917. 
Marx, John. “Literature and Governmentality.” Literature Compass 8 (Jan. 2011): 66-79. 
Matthews, John T. “Globalizing the U.S. South: Modernity and Modernism,” American 
Literature 78.4 (Dec. 2006): 719-722. 
–––––. “Touching Race in Go Down, Moses.” New Essays on Go Down, Moses. Ed. Lin-
da Wagner-Martin. New York: Cambridge UP, 1996. 21-48. 
	480
–––––. “Whose America? Faulkner, Modernism, and National Identity.” Faulkner at 100: 
Retrospect and Prospect. Ed. Donald M. Kartiganer and Ann J. Abadie. U of Mis-
sissippi P, 1997. 70-92. 
Matthews, John T., Ed. William Faulkner in Context. New York: Cambridge UP, 2015. 
Mazower, Mark. No Enchanted Palace: The End of Empire and the Ideological Origins 
of the United Nations. Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2009.  
Mehrotra, S. R. “Imperial Federation and India, 1868-1917.” Journal of Commonwealth 
Political Studies 1.1 (November 1961): 29-40. 
–––––. India and the Commonwealth, 1885-1929. New York: Praeger, 1965. 
Melamed, Jodi. “Racial Capitalism.” Critical Ethnic Studies 1.1 (Spring 2015): 76-85. 
Melville, Herman. Pierre; or, The Ambiguities. 1852. New York: Penguin, 1996. 
Mendelson, Edward. Early Auden, Later Auden: A Critical Biography. 1981. 1999. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2017. 
Menon, Anand, and Martin A. Schain. Comparative Federalism: The European Union 
and the United States in Comparative Perspective. New York: Oxford UP, 2006. 
Miesel, Perry. “Virginia Woolf and Walter Pater: Selfhood and the Common Life.” 1980. 
The Absent Father: Virginia Woolf and Walter Pater. Rpt. in Modern Critical In-
terpretations: Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway. Ed. Harold Bloom. New York: 
Chelsea, 1988. 69-77. 
Miller, Kerby A. Emigrants and Exiles: Ireland and the Irish Exodus to North America. 
New York: Oxford UP, 1985. 
Miller, Monica L. Slaves to Fashion: Black Dandyism and the Styling of Black Diasporic 
Identity. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2009. 
Mills, Charles. The Racial Contract. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1999. 
–––––. “‘Ideal Theory’ as Ideology.” Hypatia 20.3 (Summer 2005): 165-184. 
–––––. “Liberalism and the Racial State.” State of White Supremacy: Racism, Gover-
nance, and the United States. Ed. Moon-Tie Jung, João H. Costa Vargas, and Ed-
uardo Bonilla-Silva. Stanford UP, 2011. 27-46. 
Mills, Lennox A. “British Malaya.” 1942. Rpt. South East Asia, Colonial History, Vol. 3: 
High Imperialism (1890s-1930s). Ed. Paul H. Kratoska. London: Routledge, 
2001: 209-220. 
Mitchell, Margaret. Gone with the Wind. 1936. New York: Simon and Schuster, 2008. 
	481
Mogi, Sobei. The Problem of Federalism: A Study in the History of Political Theory. 2 
Vols. Intro. Harold Laski. New York: Macmillan, 1931. 
Molloy, Sylvia. “Too Wilde for Comfort: Desire in Ideology in Fin-de-Siècle Latin Amer-
ica, Social Text 31/32 (1992): 187-201. 
–––––. “The Politics of Posing: Translating Decadence in Fin-De-Siècle Latin America.” 
Perennial Decay: On the Aesthetics and Politics of Decadence. Ed. Liz Constable, 
Dennis Denisoff, and Matthew Potolsky. Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1999. 
183-197. 
Moore, R. J. “The Making of India’s Paper Federation, 1927-1935.” The Partition of In-
dia: Policies and Perspectives, 1935-1947. Ed. C. H. Philips and Mary Doreen 
Wainwright. London: George Allen and Unwin, 1970. 54-78.  
Moore, Sophie Sapp, Monique Allewaert, Pablo F. Gómez, and Gregg Mitman. “Planta-
tion Legacies” (22 Jan. 2019, updated 12 Oct. 2019). Plantationocene Series: 
Plantation Worlds, Past and Present. Edge Effects. n.p. 
Morefield, Jeanne. Covenants without Swords: Idealist Liberalism and the Spirit of Em-
pire. Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2009. 
–––––. Empires Without Imperialism: Anglo-American Decline and the Politics of De-
flection. New York: Oxford UP, 2014. 
Moreland, Richard. Faulkner and Modernism: Rereading and Rewriting. Madison, WI: U 
of Wisconsin P, 1990. 
Morrison, Toni. Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination. New York: 
Random House, 1993. 
Morton, Stephen. States of Emergency: Colonialism, Literature, and Law. Liverpool: 
Liverpool UP, 2013. 
Montesquieu. The Spirit of the Laws [De l’Esprit des Lois]. 1748. Trans. and Ed. Anne 
M. Cohler, Gasia Carolyn Miller, and Harold Samuel Stone. 1989. New York: 
Cambridge UP, 2002. 
Moretti, Franco. The Way of the World: The Bildungsroman in European Culture. Lon-
don: Verso, 1987. 
Morris, Roy, Jr. Declaring His Genius: Oscar Wilde in North America. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard UP, 2013. 
Moulton, M. Ireland and the Irish in Interwar England. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
2014. 
	482
Moyn, Samuel. “Fantasies of Federalism.” Rev. of Frederick Cooper, Citizenship Be-
tween Empire and Nation: Remaking France and French Africa, 1945-1960 
(Princeton UP, 2014), and Gary Wilder, Freedom Time: Negritude, Decoloniza-
tion, and the Future of the World (Duke UP, 2015). Dissent (Winter 2015). 
Mukherjee, Mithi. India in the Shadows of Empire: A Legal and Political History 
(1774-1950). New York: Oxford UP, 2010. 
Murphet, Julian. Faulkner’s Media Romance. New York: Oxford UP, 2017. 
Murphy, Gretchen. Shadowing the White Man’s Burden: U.S. Imperialism and the Prob-
lem of the Color Line. New York: New York UP, 2010. 
Nagai, Kaori. “’Tis optophone which ontophanes’: Race, the Modern and Irish Revival-
ism.” Modernism and Race. Ed. Len Platt. New York: Cambridge UP, 2011. 
58-76. 
Nairn, Tom. The Break-Up of Britain: Crisis and Neo-Nationalism. London: NLB, 1977. 
Neverow, Vara. “Thinking Back Through Our Mothers, Thinking in Common: Virginia 
Woolf’s Photographic Imagination and the Community of Narrators in Jacob’s 
Room, A Room of One’s Own, and Three Guineas.” Virginia Woolf and Communi-
ties: Selected Papers from the Eighth Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf. Ed. 
Jeanette McVicker and Laura Davis. New York: Pace UP, 1998. 65–90. 
Newell, Stephanie. “Fragment of Oscar Wilde in Colonial Nigeria: The Story of J. M. 
Stuart-Young. English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920 47.1 (2004): 3-27. 
Nietzsche, Frederick. The Works of Frederick Nietzsche, Vol. III: The Case of Wagner, 
Nietzsche Contra Wagner, The Twilight of the Idols, The Antichrist. Trans. 
Thomas Common. London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1899. 
Nordau, Max. Entartung [Degeneration]. 1892. New York: D. Appleton, 1895. 
Nunokawa, Jeff. Tame Passions of Wilde: The Styles of Manageable Desire. Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton UP, 2003. 
O’Donnell, George Marion. “Faulkner’s Mythology,” The Kenyon Review 1.3 (Summer 
1939): 285-299. 
Orwell, George. “Not Counting Niggers.” Rev. of Clarence Streit, Union Now (Adelphi, 
July 1939). Rpt. The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell, 
Vol. 1: An Age Like This, 1920-1940. Ed. Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus. New York: 
Harcourt Brace, 1968. 394-398. 
Oubre, Claude F. Forty Acres and A Mule: The Freedmen’s Bureau and Black Land Own-
ership. 1978. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 2012. 
	483
Palen, Marc-William. "Adam Smith as Advocate of Empire, c. 1870-1932.” The  Histori-
cal Journal 57.1 (March 2014): 179-198. 
–––––. The ‘Conspiracy’ of Free Trade: The Anglo-American Struggle over Empire and 
Economic Globalisation, 1846-1896. New York: Cambridge UP, 2016. 
Paravasini-Gilbert, Lizabeth. “Jean Rhys and Phyllis Shand Alfrey: The Story of A 
Friendship,” The Jean Rhys Review 9.1-2 (1998): 1-24. 
Pater, Walter. “Imaginary Portrait. The Child in the House.” 1878/1895. Selected Writings 
of Walter Pater. Ed. Harold Bloom. 1974. New York: Columbia UP, 1982. 1-16. 
–––––. Studies in the History of the Renaissance. 1873. Ed. Matthew Beaumont. New 
York: Oxford UP, 2010. 
Paton, Alan. Cry, the Beloved Country. 1948. New York: Scribner’s, 2003. 
–––––. “Federation or Desolation.” Hoernlé Memorial Lecture. South African Institute of 
Race Relations: Johannesburg, 1985. 
Patterson, Christopher B. Transitive Cultures: Anglophone Literature of the Transpacific. 
New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 2018. 
Pearson, Nels. “Woolf’s Spatial Aesthetics and Postcolonial Critique.” A Companion to 
Virginia Woolf. Ed. Jessica Berman (Wiley Blackwell, 2016). 427-440. 
Perham, Marjory. The Colonial Reckoning: The End of Imperial Rule in Africa in the 
Light of British Experience (Reith Lectures, British Broadcasting Corporation: 
November and December, 1961). New York: Knopf, 1962. 
Phillips, Kathy. Virginia Woolf Against Empire. Knoxville: U of Tennessee Press, 1994. 
Phillips-Wolley, Clive. Songs of An English Esau. London: Smith, Elder, and Co., 1902. 
Plato. Republic. Trans. G. M. A. Grube and C. D. C. Reeve. Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 
1992. 
Potolsky, Matthew. “Decadence, Nationalism, and the Logic of Canon Formation.” Mod-
ern Language Quarterly 67.2 (June 2006): 213-244. 
–––––. The Decadent Republic of Letters: Taste, Politics, and Cosmopolitan Community 
from Baudelaire to Beardsley. Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania Press, 2013. 
Proudhon, Pierre-Joseph. The Principle of Federation and the Need to Reconstitute the 
Party of Revolution. 1863. Trans. Richard Vernon. Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1979. 
Quinlan, Kieran. Strange Kin: Ireland and the American South. Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State UP, 2005. 
	484
Railey, Kevin. Natural Aristocracy: History, Ideology, and the Production of William 
Faulkner. 1999. Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama P, 2012. 
Raitt, Suzanne. “Gallivanting with Campbell: Orlando and Biography.” Virginia and 
Vita: The Work and Friendship of V. Sackville-West and Virginia Woolf. New 
York: Oxford UP, 1993. 17-40. 
Rancière, Jacques. The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible. Trans. 
Gabriel Rockhill. London: Continuum, 2004. 
Rankine, Claudia. “Sound & Fury.” The New Yorker (28 Mar. 2016). 
Rankine, Claudie, Beth Loffreda, and Max King Cap, Eds. The Racial Imaginary: Writ-
ers on Race in the Life of the Mind. Albany, NY: Fence Books, 2015. 
Ratner, Sidney. “Horace M. Kallen and Cultural Pluralism.” Modern Judaism 4.2 (May 
1984): 185-200. 
Report of the Indian Statutory Commission (May 1930). 2 Vols. Cmd. 3568 and 3569. 
London: His Majesty’s Stationary Office, 1930. 
Reynolds, David. From World War to Cold War: Churchill, Roosevelt, and the In-
ternational History of the 1940s. New York: Oxford UP, 2006. 
Rhys, Jean. Smile Please. 1979. New York: Penguin, 1995. 
–––––. Good Morning, Midnight. 1939. New York: Norton, 1986. 
–––––. Voyage in the Dark. 1934. New York: Norton, 1982. 
Richetti, John. “Freedom and Necessity, Improvisation and Fate in Moll Flanders.” From 
The English Novel in History 1700-1780. New York: Routledge, 1999. 59-65. Rpt. 
Moll Flanders. Ed. Albert J. Rivero. Second Edition. New York: W. W. Norton, 
2003. 495-496..  
Riquelme, John Paul. “Between Two Worlds and Beyond Them: John Ruskin and Walter 
Pater.” Oscar Wilde in Context. Ed. Kerry Powell and Peter Raby. New York: 
Cambridge UP, 2013. 125-136. 
–––––. “Oscar Wilde’s Aesthetic Gothic: Walter Pater, Dark Enlightenment, and The Pic-
ture of Dorian Gray.” Modern Fiction Studies 46.3 (Fall 2000): 609-631. 
–––––. “T. S. Eliot’s Ambiviolences: Oscar Wilde as Masked Precursor.” The Hopkins 
Review 5.3 (Summer 2012): 353-379. 
Roberston, David. “Commonwealth.” The Routledge Dictionary of Politics. Third 
edition. New York: Routledge, 2004. 
	485
Robinson, Cedric J. Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition. 1983. 
Chapel Hill, NC: U of North Carolina P, 2000. 
Ross, Iain. Oscar Wilde and Ancient Greece. New York: Cambridge UP, 2013. 
Ruskin, John. Selected Writings, Ed. Dinah Birch. New York: Oxford UP, 2004. 
Rushdie, Salman. Rushdie. “Anti-Americanism has taken the world by storm.” Guardian 
(5 Feb. 2002). 
–––––. East, West: Stories. New York: Vintage, 1994.  
–––––. “The Empire Writes Back With a Vengeance.” The Times (3 Jul. 1982). 
–––––. The Ground Beneath Her Feet. 1999. New York: Picador, 2000. 
–––––. Imaginary Homelands: Essays and Criticism, 1981-1991. New York: Penguin, 
1992. 
–––––. Midnight’s Children. 1981. New York: Random House, 2006. 
–––––. “Introduction.” Mirrorwork: Fifty Years of Indian Writing, 1947-1997. Ed. 
Rushdie and Elizabeth West. New York: Henry Holt, 1997. vii-xx. 
–––––. Step Across This Line: Collected Nonfiction, 1992-2002. New York: Modern Li-
brary, 2003. 
Sackville-West, Vita. Knole and the Sackvilles. 1922 (Ernest Benn). New York: George 
H. Doran, 1923. 
–––––. Knole and the Sackvilles. Revised 1958 Edition. London: The National Trust, 
1991. 
–––––. “Thirty Clocks Strike the Hour.” Selected Writings. Ed. Mary Ann Caws. New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002. 57-61. 
Said, Edward. Culture and Imperialism. 1993. New York: Vintage, 1994. 
Salamensky, S. I. The Modern Art of Influence and the Spectacle of Oscar Wilde. New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011. 
Sangari, Kumkum. “The Politics of the Possible.” Cultural Critique 7 (Autumn 1987): 
157-186. Rpt. “Politics of the possible: or the perils of reclassification.” Politics 
of the Possible: Essays on Gender, History, Narratives, Colonial English. 1999. 
London: Anthem, 2002. 1-28. 
	486
Sarker, Sonita. “Virginia Woolf in the British Commonwealth.” Virginia Woolf and the 
Common(wealth) Reader. Ed. Helen Wussow and Mary Ann Gillies. Clemson, 
SC: Clemson U Digital P, 2014. 65-76. 
Sartre, Jean-Paul. “Preface.” The Wretched of the Earth by Franz Fanon. 1961. Trans. 
Constance Farrington. New York: Grove, 1963. 7-31. 
–––––. “Time in Faulkner: The Sound and the Fury.” 1939. William Faulkner: Three 
Decades of Criticism. Ed. Frederick J. Hoffman and Olga W. Vickery. New York: 
Harcourt Brace, 1960. 226-228. 
Savory, Elaine. Jean Rhys. New York: Cambridge UP, 1999. 
Savory, Jerold, and Patricia Marks. The Smiling Muse: Victoriana in the Comic Press. Art 
Alliance Press, 1985. 
Schivelbusch, Wolfgang. The Culture of Defeat: On National Trauma, Mourning, and 
Recovery. New York: Picador, 2004. 
Schmidt, Peter. Sitting in Darkness: New South Fiction, Education, and the Rise of Jim 
Crow Colonialism, 1865-1920. Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 2008. 
Schoenbach, Lisi. “A Jamesian State: The American Scene and ‘the Working of Democra-
tic Institutions’.” The Henry James Review 30.2 (Spring 2009): 162-179. 
Schreiner, Olive. Closer Union: A Letter on the South African Union and the Principles 
of Government. London: A.C. Fifield, 1909. 
Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. Epistemology of the Closet. Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1990. 
John R. Seeley. The Expansion of England: Two Courses of Lectures. 1883. London: 
Macmillan, 1914. 
–––––. “Our Insular Ignorance” (Speech to the Saltaire Institute). Rpt. Nineteenth Centu-
ry 18 (1885): 861-72. 
Selinger, William. “The Politics of Arendtian Historiography: European Federation and 
The Origins of Totalitarianism” Modern Intellectual History 13.2 (Aug. 2016): 
417-466. 
Seshagiri, Urmila. Race and the Modernist Imagination. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 2010. 
Shelley, Percy Byshe. A Defence of Poetry. 1821. Ed. Mary Shelley. 1840. Indianapolis: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1904. 
Sherard, Robert. The Life of Oscar Wilde. New York: Mitchell Kennerley, 1906. 
	487
Silber, Nina. The Romance of Reunion: Northerners and the South, 1865-1900. Chapel 
Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1997. 
Silver, Brenda. Virginia Woolf's Reading Notebooks. Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1983. 
Silver, Sean. “The Politics of Gothic Historiography, 1660-1800.” The Gothic World. Ed. 
Glennis Byron and Dale Townshend. New York: Routledge, 2013.  
Simon, John. India and the Simon Report: A Talk. New York: Coward-McCann, 1930. 
Singh, Mahendra Prasad, and Veena Kukreja. Federalism in South Asia. New Delhi: 
Routledge, 2014. 
Sitwell, Edith. English Eccentrics. 1933. New York: Penguin, 1985. 
Slauter, Eric. The State as a Work of Art: The Cultural Origins of the Constitution. 
Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2009. 
Small, Ian. Conditions for Criticism: Authority, Knowledge, and Literature in the Late 
Nineteenth Century. New York: Oxford UP, 1991. 
Smith, William Roy. “British Imperial Federation,” Political Science Quarterly 36.2 
(June 1921): 274-297.  
Smith, Zadie. “Speaking in Tongues” (Lecture at the New York Public Library, December 
2008). The New York Review of Books (26 Feb. 2009). N.p. 
Smuts, Jan. The British Commonwealth of Nation. London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1917. 
Snaith, Anna. “The Hogarth Press and Networks of Anti-Colonialism.” Leonard and Vir-
ginia Woolf, The Hogarth Press and the Networks of Modernism. Ed. Helen 
Southworth. Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2010. 103-127. 
–––––. “Leonard and Virginia Woolf: Writing Against Empire.” Journal of Common-
wealth Literature 50.1 (March 2015): 19-32. 
Snead, James A. Figures of Division: William Faulkner’s Major Novels. New York: 
Methuen, 1986. 
Sollors, Werner. Beyond Ethnicity: Consent and Descent in American Culture. New York: 
Oxford UP, 1986. 
–––––. “Ethnic Modernism, 1910-1950.” American Literary History 15.1 (2002): 70-77. 
Sorel, Georges. “Unity and Multiplicity.” Reflections on Violence. 1908. Second edition, 
1910. Ed. Jeremy Jennings. Cambridge UP, 1999. 253-278. 
	488
Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Marxism and the Interpreta-
tion of Culture. Ed. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg. Urbana: U of Illinois 
P, 1988. 271-313. 
–––––. “Constitutions and Culture Studies,” Yale Journal of Law and the Humanities 2.1 
(1990): 133-147 
Stanford, William, and Robert McDowell. Mahaffy: A Biography of an Anglo-Irishman. 
New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1971. 
Stead, William T. The Americanization of the World; or The Trend of the Twentieth Cen-
tury. New York: Horace Markley, 1901. 
——.“George V: King of the British Dominions beyond the Sea.” The Review of Review 
XLI (June 1910): 511-523. Rpt. W. T. Stead Resource Center. n.p. 
——. “To All English-Speaking Folk.” The Review of Reviews 1 (January 1890): 15-20. 
Rpt. W. T. Stead Resource Center. n.p. 
——. The United States of Europe on the Eve of the Parliament of Peace. London: Re-
view of Reviews, 1899. Rpt. W. T. Stead Resource Center. n.p. 
——. “Wanted, an English Bible! A Suggestion for its Compilation” (The Daily Paper, 4 
Oct. 1893, 25-26). Rpt. W. T. Stead Resource Center. n.p. 
Stecopolous, Harilaos. Reconstructing the World: Southern Fictions and U.S. Imperi-
alisms, 1898-1976. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 2008. 
Stein, Gertrude. Lectures in America. New York: Random House, 1935. 
Stephen, Caroline Emilia, ed. The Right Honourable Sir James Stephen: Letters with Bi-
ographical Notes by His Daughter. Gloucester: John Bellows, 1906 (private print-
ing). Web. HathiTrust. 1 Nov. 2015. 
Stephen, Leslie. The Science of Ethics. New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1882. 
–––––. “Science and Politics” (Address to the Social and Political Education League, 29 
Mar. 1892). Social Rights and Duties: Addresses to Ethical Societies, Vol. 1. New 
York: Macmillan, 1896. 49-90. 
–––––. The Life of Sir James Fitzjames Stephen. New York: G. P. Putnam, 1895. 
Stephens, Michelle A. Black Empire: The Masculine Global Imaginary of Caribbean In-
tellectuals in the United States, 1914-1962. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2005. 
	489
–––––. “Black Transnationalism and the Politics of National Identity: West Indian Intel-
lectuals in Harlem in the Age of War and Revolution.” American Quarterly 50.3 
(Sept. 1998): 592-608. 
Sterling, Ada, ed. A Belle of the Fifties: Memoirs of Mrs. Clay, of Alabama, covering So-
cial and Political Life in Washington and the South, 1853-1866. New York: Dou-
bleday Page, 1904. 
Stevens, Alexander H. A Constitutional View of the Late War Between the States. Vol. 1. 
National Publishing Company, 1868. 
Stevenson, Robert Louis. Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. 1886. Ed. Katherine 
Linehan. New York: Norton, 2003. 
Stewart, Jack F. “Historical Impressionism in Orlando.” Studies in the Novel 5.1 (Spring 
1973): 71-85. 
Stilling, Robert. “An Image of Europe: Yinka Shonibare’s Postcolonial Decadence.” 
PMLA 128.2 (March 2013): 299-321. 
Stoddard, Lothrop. The Rising Tide of Color Against White World-Supremacy. New York: 
Charles Scribner’ Sons, 1922. 
Stokes, Melvyn. D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation: A History of the Most Controver-
sial Motion Picture of All Time. New York: Oxford UP, 2008. 
Strachey, Lytton. Eminent Victorians. 1918. New York: Penguin, 1986. 
–––––. Queen Victoria. 1921. New York: Penguin, 1997. 
Strand, Eric. “Gandhian Communalism and the Midnight’s Children Conference.” ELH 
72.4 (Winter 2005): 975-1016. 
Strode, Hudson. Jefferson Davis, Tragic Hero: The Last Twenty-Five Years, 1864-1889. 
New York: Harcourt Brace, 1967. 
Sugimori, Masami. “Racial Mixture, Racial Passing, and White Subjectivity in Absalom, 
Absalom!” The Faulkner Journal 23.2 (Spring 2008): 3-21. 
Talbot, Winthrop, and Julia E. Johnsen. 1917. Americanization: Principles of American-
ism, Essentials of Americanization, Technic of Race-Assimilation. New York: 
H.W. Wilson, 1920. 
Tate, Allen. The Fathers. 1928. Chicago: Swallow Press, 1960. 
ten Cortenaar, Neil. Self, Nation, Text in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children. Mont-
real:McGill-Queen’s UP, 2004. 
	490
Tennyson, Alfred. Locksley Hall, with Illustrations. 1842/35. Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 
1869. 
–––––. Poems. London: Edward Moxon, 1842. 
Thompson, Edward. The Other Side of the Medal. 1925 (London: Hogarth Press). West-
port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1974. 
Thompson, E. P. The Making of the English Working Class. 1963. New York: Pantheon, 
1964. 
Thornhill, Chris. A Sociology of Constitutions: Constitutions and State Legitimacy in His-
torical-Sociological Perspective. New York: Cambridge UP, 2011. 
Trachtenberg, Alan. “American Studies: The Ballad in the Street: Listening for the Muf-
fled Strains of a National Culture.” The American Scholar 76.1 (Winter 2007): 
121-124. 
Tully, James. Strange Multiplicity: Constitutionalism in an Age of Diversity. Inaugural 
John Seeley Lectures (1994). New York: Cambridge UP, 1995. 
Urgo, Joseph. Faulkner’s Apocrypha: A Fable, Snopes, and the Spirit of Human Rebel-
lion. Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 1989. 
Valente, Joseph. “Between Resistance and Complicity: Metro-Colonial Tactics in Joyce’s 
‘Dubliners,’” Narrative 6.3 (Oct. 1998): 325–40. 
–––––. Dracula’s Crypt: Bram Stoker, Irishness, and the Question of Blood. Urbana: U of 
Illinois P, 2002. 
Vermeulen, Pieter, and Ortwin de Graef. “Bildung and the State in the Long Nineteenth 
Century.” Partial Answers: Journal of Literature and the History of Ideas 10.2 
(June 2012): 241-250. 
Vitalis, Robert. White World Order, Black Power Politics: The Birth of American In-
ternational Relations. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 2015. 
Vucetic, Srdjan. The Anglosphere; A Genealogy of a Racialized Identity in International 
Relations. Stanford, CA: Stanford UP, 2011. 
Waldstreicher, David. Slavery’s Constitution: From Revolution to Ratification. New York: 
Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 2009. 
Walker, Neil. “Our Constitutional Unsettlement.” 2012 Public Law Lecture, University of 
Edinburgh. Public Law 3 (July 2014): 529-547. 
Walkowitz, Judith R. City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Vic-
	491
torian London. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1992. 
Walkowitz, Rebecca L. Cosmopolitan Style: Modernism Beyond the Nation. New York: 
Columbia UP, 2006. 
Walpole, Horace. The Castle of Otranto. 1764. Ed. by W. S. Lewis. New York: Oxford 
UP, 2008. 
Ward, John Manning. Colonial Self-Government: The British Experience, 1759-1856. 
Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1976. 
Ward, Lee. “Montesquieu on Federalism and Anglo-Gothic Constitutionalism.” Publius 
37.4 (Fall 2007): 551-577. 
Watkins, Calvert, Ed. The American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots. Third 
Edition. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2011. 
Watson, Jay. “Dangerous Return: The Narratives of Jurisgenesis in Faulkner’s Requiem 
for a Nun,” Modern Fiction Studies 60.1 (Spring 2014): 108-137.  
–––––. Forensic Fictions: The Lawyer Figure in Faulkner. Athens: U of Georgia P, 1993. 
–––––. “Introduction: Situating Whiteness in Faulkner Studies, Situating Faulkner in 
Whiteness Studies.” Faulkner and Whiteness. Ed. Jay Watson. Jackson: U of Mis-
sissippi P, 2011. vii-2. 
–––––. “Negotiating the Marble Bonds of Whiteness.” Faulkner and Whiteness. Ed. Jay 
Watson. U of Mississippi P, 2011: 3-18. 
Watts, R. L. New Federations: Experiments in the Commonwealth. Oxford: Clarendon, 
1966. 
Waugh, Evelyn. “Fan-Fare” (Life magazine, April 1946). Rpt. Evelyn Waugh: The Criti-
cal Heritage. Ed. Martin Stannard. New York: Routledge, 1984. 248-253. 
Weinstein, Philip. What Else But Love? The Ordeal of Race in Faulkner and Morrison. 
New York: Columbia UP, 1996. 
Weir, David. Decadence and the Making of Modernism. Amherst, U of Massachusetts P, 
1995. 
Weisenberger, Steven. “Faulkner in Baghdad, Bush in Hadleyburg: Race, Nation, and 
Sovereign Violence,” American Literary History 18.4 (2006): 739-771. 
Wells, H. G. The Future in America: A Search After Realities. New York: Harper’s, 1906. 
–––––. The Outline of History. New York: Macmillan, 1921. 
	492
Wells, Jeremy. Romances of the White Man’s Burden: Race, Empire, and the Plantation 
in American Literature, 1880-1936. Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt UP, 2011. 
Wicke, Jennifer. Advertising Fictions: Literature, Advertisement, and Social Reading. 
New York: Columbia UP, 1988. 
Wilde, Oscar. The Artist As Critic: Critical Writings. Ed. Richard Ellmann. 1968. Chica-
go: U of Chicago P, 1982. 
–––––. The Complete Letters of Oscar Wilde. Ed. by Merlin Holland and Rupert Hart-
Davis. New York: Henry Holt, 2000. 
–––––. Complete Shorter Fiction. Ed. Isobel Murray. New York: Oxford UP, 1998 
[1980]. 
–––––. The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, Volume 2: De Profundis, ‘Epistola: In 
Carcere et Vinculis’. Ed. Ian Small. New York: Oxford UP, 2005. 
–––––. The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, Volume 4, Criticism: Historical Criticism, 
Intentions, The Soul of Man. Ed. Josephine M. Guy. New York: Oxford UP, 2007. 
–––––. “Hellenism.” Ed. Thomas Wright. The Wildean 41 (July 2012): 2-40. 
–––––. “‘The House Beautiful’: A Reconstruction of Oscar Wilde’s American Lecture.” 
Ed. Kevin H. F. O’Brien, Victorian Studies 17.4 (June 1974): 395-418. 
–––––. The Importance of Being Earnest and Other Plays. Ed. Peter Raby. New York: 
Oxford UP, 1995. 
——. “Impressions of America.” Lecture, prepared in 1883. Ed. Stuart Mason. Sunder-
land: Keystone Press, 1906. Web. OscarWildeInAmerica.org. 
–––––. “Mr. Mahaffy’s New Book.” Pall Mall Gazette. 24 Nov. 1887. Rpt. in Reviews. 
Ed. Robert Ross. London: Metheun, 1908. 209-215. 
–––––. Oscar Wilde in America: The Interviews. Ed. Matthew Hofer and Gary Scharn-
horst. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 2010. 
–––––. Oscar Wilde’s Notebooks. Ed. Phillip E. Smith II and Michael L. Helfand. New 
York: Oxford UP, 1989. 
–––––. The Picture of Dorian Gray. 1891. Ed. Michael Patrick Gillespie. Norton Critical, 
Second Edition. New York: Norton, 2007. 
Wilder, Gary. “Apart Together.” Aeon (29 Sept. 2015): n.p. 
–––––. Freedom Time: Negritude, Decolonization, and the Future of the World. Durham, 
NC: Duke UP, 2015. 
	493
Wilkinson, Sarah. “The Concept of the State, 1880-1939: ‘The Discredit of the State Is a 
Sign That It Has Done Its Work Well’.” A Concise Companion to Modernism. Ed. 
David Bradshaw. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2003. 179–199. 
Williams, Raymond. Culture and Society: 1780-1950. 1958. Garden City, NY: Anchor, 
1959. 
–––––. Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society. 1976. Rev. Ed. New York: Ox-
ford UP, 1983. 
–––––. The Long Revolution. 1961. Orchard Park, NY: Broadview, 2001. 
–––––. “Metropolitan Perceptions and the Emergence of Modernism.” 1985. The Politics 
of Modernism: Against the New Conformists. 1989. Ed. Tony Pinkney. London: 
Verso, 2007. 37-47. 
Wilson, Edmund. Axel’s Castle: A Study in the Imaginative Literature of 1870-1930. 
1931. New York: Charles Scrinber’s Sons, 1969. 
Wolff, Sally. Ledgers of History: William Faulkner, and Almost Forgotten Friendship, 
and an Antebellum Plantation Diary. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 2010. 
Wollaeger, Mark A. “Woolf, Postcards, and the Elision of Race: Colonizing Women in 
The Voyage Out.” Modernism/modernity 8.1 (2001): 43-75. 
Wong, J.Y. Deadly Dreams: Opium and the Arrow War (1856-1860) in China. New York: 
Cambridge UP, 1998. 
Woolf, Leonard. “British in India.” New Statesman and Nation 7 (30 June 1934): 
997-998. 
–––––. Downhill All The Way: An Autobiography of the Years 1919-1939. London: Hoga-
rth Press, 1968. 
–––––. Essays on Literature, History, Politics, Etc.London: The Hogarth Press, 1927. 
–––––. Imperialism and Civilization. London: Hogarth Press, 1928. 
–––––. International Government. New York: Brentano’s, 1916. 
–––––. Letters of Leonard Woolf. Ed. Frederic Spotts. San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jo-
vanovich, 1989. 
——–. “The Pageant of History.” 1927. Essays on Literature, History, Politics, Etc. 
Freeport, NY: Books For Libraries Press, 1970. 125-148. 
——–. Rev. of Immanuel Kant, Perpetual Peace, a Philosophical Essay, trans. Mary 
Campbell Smith (London: G. Allen & Unwin, 1914). New Statesman (31 July 
1915). 
	494
——–. “Survival of the British Empire.” New Statesman and Nation. Rpt. in The Living 
Age (May 1941): 222-225. 
Woolf, Virginia. A Moment’s Liberty: The Shorter Diary. Ed. Anne Olivier Bell. New 
York: Harvest, 1992. 
–––––. “A Sketch of the Past.” 1939-1940. Moments of Being: A Collection of Autobio-
graphical Writing. Ed. Jeanne Schulkind. 1976. San Diego: Harvest, 1985. 
–––––. Between The Acts. 1941. Ed. Melba Cuddy-Keane. Orlando: Harcourt, 2008. 
–––––. “Craftsmanship.” Words Fail Me, British Broadcasting Corporation, 29 Apr. 1937. 
Transcript posted on BBC.com, 28 Mar. 2016. 
–––––. Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown. London: Hogarth Press, 1924. 
–––––. Mrs. Dalloway. 1925. San Diego: Harcourt, 1990. 
–––––. The Diary of Virginia Woolf. Five Volumes. Ed. Anne Olivier Bell and Andrew 
McNeillie. London: Hogarth Press, 1977-1984. 
–––––. The Essays of Virginia Woolf. Six Volumes. Ed. Andrew McNeillie (Vol. 1-4) and 
Stuart Clarke (Vol. 5-6). Orlando: Harvest, 1986-1994; New York: Houghton Mif-
flin Harcourt, 2009; and London: Hogarth, 2011. 
–––––. Jacob’s Room. 1922. Ed. Kate Flint. New York: Oxford UP, 2008. 
–––––. The Letters of Virginia Woolf. Six Volumes. Ed. Nigel Nicolson and Joanne 
Trautmann. New York and San Diego: Harcourt Brace Javonovich, 1977-1980. 
–––––. Orlando: A Biography. 1928 (Harcourt, First American Edition). Ed. Maria Di-
Battista. Orlando: Harcourt, 2006. 
–––––. Orlando; A Biography. 1928 (Hogarth Press, First British Edition). Ed. Rachel 
Bowlby. New York: Oxford UP, 1992. 
–––––. The Pargiters: The Novel-Essay Portion of The Years. Ed. Mitchell A. Leaska. 
New York: Harcourt Brace Javonovich, 1977. 
–––––. The Years. 1937. Ed. Eleanor McNees. Orlando: Harcourt, 2008. 
Wormell, Deborah. Sir John Seeley and the Uses of History. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1980. 
Wormuth, Francis D. The Origins of Modern Constitutionalism. New York: Harper, 1949. 
Wynter, Sylvia. “The Re-Enchantment of Humanism: An Interview with Sylvia Wynter", 
Small Axe 8 (2000): 119-207. 
	495
–––––. “Towards the Sociogenic Principle: Fanon, Identity, the Puzzle of Conscious Ex-
perience, and What It Is Like to be ‘Black.’” 1999. National Identities and Socio-
Political Changes in Latin America. Ed. Mercedes F. Durán-Cogan and Antonio 
Gómez-Moriana. New York: Routledge, 2001. 30-66. 
Yeats, William Butler. Collected Works, Vol. III: Autobiographies. Ed. William H. O’-
Donnell and Douglas N. Archibald. New York: Scribner, 1999. 
Young, Robert J. C. The Idea of English Ethnicity. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008. 
Yusuf, Hakeem O. Colonial and Postcolonial Constitutionalism in the Commonwealth: 
Peace, Order, and Good Government. New York: Routledge, 2013. 
Zwerdling, Alex. Virginia Woolf and the Real World. Berkeley: U of California Press, 
1986. 
Zwierlein, Anne-Julia. “The Biology of Social Class: Habit Formation and Social Strati-
fication in Nineteenth-Century British Bildungsromane and Scientific Discourse.” 
Partial Answers: Journal of Literature and the History of Ideas 10.2 (June 2012): 
335-360.
	496
CURRICULUM VITAE 
	497
	498
	499
